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Notes on Japanese Language Usage and Translations 
 
The names of all Japanese persons in this paper are given with the surname first, unless the 
individual has previously been published in English. 
 
Names of Takarazuka actresses indicate their year of retirement from the troupe in parentheses 
next to the first mention of their name (example: Shizuki Asato (retired 1998)). Actresses that are 
with the company as of April 2, 2014 are indicated by the word “current.”  
 
All quotations from Japanese sources that have not been previously published in English are my 
own translations, except when otherwise indicated. 
 
My translation of my case study, Elisabeth, was completed primarily using a commercially 
released high-definition video recording of the 2009 Moon Troupe production. I also consulted 
an adaptation of the Japanese script that was written by Takarazuka’s director, Koike Shūichirō, 
and the lyrics and information printed in every Takarazuka Grand Theater program. All of these 
resources are included in the bibliography. 
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 Introduction 
 
At twilight on a hot day in late June of 2013, I was crouched on a sidewalk in Takarazuka City, 
Japan, sandwiched tightly between my two neighbors. The street was lined with onlookers four 
or five rows deep, mostly women, every last one of whom clutched a camera or cell phone. 
Under the arcade across the street, a row of women knelt on the ground, guarding wrapped gifts 
and aluminum pans of homemade food; the unmistakable aura of impending celebrity hummed 
through the air. All eyes were on the glass doors set into the base of the enormous red-roofed 
building before us, and when they finally opened, a blinding storm of flashes went off.  
 Out came a stream of tall, slender women, of whom enough photographs were 
collectively taken to put together a frame-by-frame movie of their exit. “Chie,” screamed the girl 
next to me, calling out to one, and I found myself crammed into the shrubbery at the edge of the 
road as she forced her way through the crowd for a better look. The women with gifts were now 
on their knees on the sidewalk, gazing up at the figure who stood before them with the kind of 
adoration I normally associated with religious iconography. As her crowd of admirers nodded 
vigorously along to her words, on either side of me I heard approving murmurs: “She’s so 
gracious, isn’t she.” “She really is.” 
 That evening was my first demachi (literally, “exit waiting”) at the Takarazuka Revue 
(Takarazuka Kagekidan), a Japanese all-female theater troupe that has been, to use its own words, 
“selling dreams,” staging fantasies, and fluttering hearts since 1914. A twice-daily ritual in which 
fans, supporters, and any curious bystanders collect outside the theater according to a highly 
regimented system, the demachi and its morning variant, the irimachi, are part of a wide range of 
activities undertaken by Takarazuka’s extremely devoted fan base, the vast majority of whom are 
female and who may attend the theater ritually for years or even decades. Currently celebrating 
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its centenary, the Revue draws up to 2.5 million visitors annually, making it the single most 
popular theatrical institution in Japan and a highly visible symbol of women’s culture.1 With its 
own publishing house, satellite television channel, and merchandising empire, which runs the 
gamut from hand towels to makeup, it is an enormously powerful corporate and cultural entity.  
 And yet in spite of its popularity, Takarazuka is not well known to foreign observers. 
Originally conceived as a modern, all-female counterpart to traditional all-male Japanese drama 
forms, such as kabuki and noh, Takarazuka borrows from those theaters’ performance modes and 
blends them with elements from early modern Paris revues and contemporary Broadway. Like 
kabuki and noh, Takarazuka uses a single-sex group of performers to enact heterosexual 
narratives, by training its actresses to specialize in performing a particular gender; at Takarazuka, 
these are the otokoyaku and the musumeyaku, female actors who specialize in playing male or 
female characters, respectively. But unlike its older all-male counterparts, whose appeal during 
their heyday was diverse, Takarazuka today has a predominantly female audience, and presents 
itself as a world created exclusively for women’s enjoyment and populated only by them, even 
when it comes to men. The otokoyaku, the female player of male roles, is the sun around which 
the theater’s community revolves: tall, confident women with slicked-back hair, they are 
glorified by theater managers, performers, and fans alike as “the perfect men.” 
In this thesis, I focus on the content of Takarazuka’s theatrical productions as a way to 
understand its role as a powerful institution of women’s culture in Japan, and in particular, as a 
way of digesting its complex interaction with themes of masculinity, femininity, and sexuality. 
This exploration of gender is enacted via the cross-dressing female performers, the “women-only” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Mark Buckton, “Takarazuka: Japan’s Newest ‘Traditional’ Theater Turns 100,” The Japan Times, April 14, 2013, 
accessed March 6, 2014, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/2013/04/14/stage/takarazuka-japans-newest-
traditional-theater-turns-100/. 
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social zone of the theater, and the plots of the heterosexual narratives enacted onstage. Through 
its actresses, Takarazuka enacts a literal performance of gender, and its romantic stage narratives 
– particularly their deeply idealized men – have a very specific appeal to its mostly married 
female audience. The performance mode through which it delivers these romances is highly 
symbolic and conceptually loaded, and the stories it stages may also explore gender and 
sexuality from a narrative perspective. Takarazuka is thus not simply entertainment, but a place 
in which the women on the stage and in the audience alike may contemplate, forget, and seek 
alternative versions of the mainstream gendered society that governs their lives. 
All of this is complicated by the fact that Takarazuka must tread a delicate path as a 
popular and widely accepted cultural institution. It must downplay the unconventional roles it 
offers women, as both spectators and performers, as often as it celebrates them. As I will 
demonstrate, in contrast to the liberating nature of the theater’s onstage gender-bending, 
Takarazuka’s view of men, women, and the relationships between them is often inflexible and 
patriarchal, and deeper examination of many of its onstage narratives reinforces this. And yet via 
those same narratives’ enactment by female bodies, the theater also frequently reveals its 
incredible flexibility and ambiguity, opening the door to an onstage interpretation of its 
performances in which gender may shift from masculine to feminine to androgynous. This 
fluidity is the core of Takarazuka’s identity, and it is made uniquely possible by the onstage 
codes of gender performance, a series of fixed-form, time-tested techniques that govern the 
transformation of its all-female cast into theatrical men and women. Similarly, when a handful of 
its most celebrated musicals are investigated in depth, it is revealed that they are unified in their 
exploration of the trials and tribulations of femininity, as well as in the way they present 
androgyny as a path to personal and romantic happiness.  
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 The first section of this paper provides a basic understanding of Takarazuka’s history and 
its place within Japanese culture. I summarize the complex debate about its stance on issues of 
gender and sexuality, and review the small body of previously published English-language 
literature on the topic. I also introduce the two musicals that have experienced the greatest 
success at Takarazuka in the contemporary era, The Rose of Versailles (Berusaiyu no bara) and 
Elisabeth (Erizabēto), and demonstrate how their stories of female protagonists who search for 
less restrictive states of being, and the androgynous men they partner with, have unique 
significance for Takarazuka’s female performers and audience. They thus offer important insight 
into the theater’s pathology.  
 The second chapter explores Takarazuka’s performance mode in depth. With the 
overarching goals of examining Takarazuka’s depictions of gender and those depictions’ 
meaning to fans and performers, I detail the ways in which Takarazuka defines and enacts “man,” 
“woman,” and everything in between, as well as the ways in which it simultaneously subverts 
those definitions. Masculinity and femininity is performed onstage via a system of theatrical 
techniques known as the kata system, which I explore in depth. I also examine how 
Takarazuka’s fictional men and women interact within its stories, looking at the ways in which 
not only appearance but also thought and action are gendered at Takarazuka. Finally, I take a 
close look at several of Takarazuka’s productions, in search of where the theater’s most iconic 
characters fall along its metrics of masculinity and femininity. As I demonstrate, what all of the 
theater’s signature productions in fact have in common is a transgression of Takarazuka’s 
otherwise rigidly enforced male/female binary, and their popularity reveals Takarazuka’s true 
appeal, which is the transcendent possibility of androgyny.  
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 Throughout my analysis in this chapter, my ultimate purpose is to argue against a 
simplistic reading of the theater’s productions. Instead, I demonstrate the enormous complexity 
of most of the theater’s onstage interactions from a gendered perspective, and I convey this 
complexity via a conceptual system that identifies three interacting levels of gender onstage at 
any moment: primary, secondary, and tertiary. Building off the theories of both Jennifer 
Robertson and Stacy Wolf, these three levels of individual, actor, and character combine to form 
a “triangular” gendered persona on Takarazuka’s stage, creating a multi-layered performance 
that has multiple orientations. 
 Finally, I bring together all of these elements together in my third chapter, a case study of 
Elisabeth, one of Takarazuka’s most popular musicals. In an in-depth analysis of this musical, I 
underline the importance of both Takarazuka’s fictional narratives and its specialized 
performance mode to its audience’s understanding of its gender politics. I then conclude by 
speculating on thematic territory still unexplored and projecting where the theater might go next, 
explaining why Takarazuka’s current trajectory makes it more important than ever for all 
scholars interested in Takarazuka to understand how and what it performs. In doing so, I lay the 
groundwork for a new analytical method of “reading” Takarazuka’s social significance through 
its theatrical productions, and argue that no understanding of the theater’s interactions with 
gender and sexuality can be complete without a close look at what happens on stage. 
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Chapter 1 
Living in the “Dream World”: Takarazuka and its Fans 
 
Before we can understand Takarazuka’s relationship to gender and sexuality in contemporary 
Japan, and how those concepts play out on its stage, we must first ask a much more basic 
question: what is Takarazuka – or perhaps more to the point, what does it sell? For that matter, 
who are its audience and its performers, and what do they derive from their theatrical 
experience? How are these different parties viewed within the Takarazuka community? These all 
lead back to the simplest question of all, the one that has ignited the most controversy and still 
does not have a conclusive response: Is Takarazuka subversive? In this chapter, I locate 
Takarazuka and its community within Japanese society, in order to set the stage for my 
subsequent interpretations of its performance mode and theatrical works. As I will demonstrate, 
Takarazuka is an ambivalent institution that at once upholds and destabilizes prevailing gender 
norms, peddling both gendered freedom and idealized heterosexuality in the figure of the 
otokoyaku. I also delve into the musicals that have most shaped the contemporary Revue, The 
Rose of Versailles and Elisabeth, examining their extreme popularity in light of the ways their 
stories engage with Takarazuka’s own cultural mythology. I then outline my original 
methodology of looking at Takarazuka’s theatrical productions as a source of insight. 
 
A Brief History of Takarazuka 
Although it began as a “girls’ choir” (Takarazuka Shōkatai) consisting of a handful of young 
women in their early teens in 1914,2 the Takarazuka Revue today stages a wide variety of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Jennifer Robertson, Takarazuka: Sexual Politics and Popular Culture (Berkley: University of California Press, 
1998), 5. 
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material, including musicals and revues based on sources as varied as movies, novels, video 
games, historical events, Japanese comic books (manga), and, more recently, translations of 
existing Western musicals. Its two theaters, the Takarazuka Grand Theater (Takarazuka 
Daigekijō) in Takarazuka City and the Tokyo Takarazuka Theater (Tokyo Takarazuka Gekijō) in 
Tokyo, are together able to serve most of the country with their rotating schedules of 
performances. [Figures 1.1, 1.2] Takarazuka is known today, as it has been for much of its 
history, for its romantic, melodramatic, and extravagantly staged theatrical narratives, which 
combine with its idealized versions of men and women to form its so-called “dream world” 
(yume no sekai), a superior version of reality.  
 Contemporary performers, known as Takarasiennes (Takarajiennu), usually enter the 
theater after graduating from high school. Although they enter young, its most successful stars 
may remain with Takarazuka well into their late twenties and thirties, and occasionally even 
longer.3 At the theater’s attached Takarazuka School of Music (Takarazuka Ongaku Gakkō), 
Takarasiennes receive two years of training in Western and Japanese dance, acting, singing, and 
other skills. They then graduate and adopt a stage name,4 joining one of the Revue’s five resident 
troupes as either otokoyaku (players of male roles) or musumeyaku (players of female roles).5 It 
is extremely rare for actresses to move back and forth between male and female roles after 
receiving this designation, partly because they will begin building a gendered persona offstage as 
well. It is expected that otokoyaku will dress and behave in a somewhat masculine manner in 
their public daily lives, and that musumeyaku will maintain an image of femininity congruent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 This is particularly true for otokoyaku, for whom competition for roles is so fierce that most do not attain stardom 
until their second decade with the troupe. 
4 These stage names are famously flamboyant; for example, former leading otokoyaku Haruno Sumire’s name 
(retired 2006), reads aloud as “Spring Violets.” 
5 The five troupes, from oldest to newest: Flower (Hanagumi), Moon (Tsukigumi), Snow (Yukigumi), Star 
(Hoshigumi) and Cosmos (Soragumi). 
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with their stage designation when representing the theater offstage.6 [Figures 1.3 and 1.4] This 
fundamental differentiation of the otokoyaku and the musumeyaku, which is so seldom 
transgressed, anchors Takarazuka’s entire performance mode, which strictly and clearly 
delineates genders onstage. For that same reason, Takarasiennes may not marry as long as they 
are members of Takarazuka, to avoid disrupting the constructed masculine persona of the 
otokoyaku. This rule against marriage also preserves a sanctified atmosphere of “purity” 
(kiyoshisa) within the theater, which is part of its mystique. 
 Takarazuka’s five troupes each currently contain roughly sixty to eighty actresses, who 
are led by a pair of stars, an otokoyaku and her musumeyaku partner. These two “top stars” 
(toppu sutā) take the leading roles in every production, and their characters are always 
romantically paired together. When Takarasiennes decide to finish their tenure with the theater, 
they “graduate” (sotsugyō suru)7 in a special ceremony. Most choose to marry and retire from 
show business after leaving, although it is also common for Takarasiennes to go on to 
mainstream stage and film careers. While members of Takarazuka, Takarasiennes perform 
almost constantly, and the theater churns out close to thirty separate productions a year. 
 Takarazuka’s mostly female fan base derives partly from its schedule: performances are 
held twice daily at 11 AM and 3 PM, making it impossible for anyone with a full-time job to 
attend. In Japan, this fully employed demographic is synonymous with men, since women, 
despite increasing opportunities, are still mostly part-time employees or housewives.8 In this 
sense, theater-going is often a social experience for fans; they may be alone during the day while 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 There is, of course, no guarantee that this public offstage persona matches up with the actress’s private life. 
7 This is also called retiring (taidan suru). 
8 Chad Steinberg, “Can Women Save Japan?” (Lecture presented at “From Abenomics to Womanomics: Working 
Women and Japan’s Economic Revival,” the Brookings Center for East Asian Policy Studies, The Brookings 
Institution, Washington, D.C., September 25, 2013), transcript, 22 – 23. http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/events/ 
2013/9/25%20womenomics%20japan/working%20women%20transcript%20final.pdf. 
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their husbands are at work and their children are at school, and attending shows and organizing 
fan activities provides them with opportunities to socialize with other women and fill empty time. 
Many of Takarazuka’s regular attendees approach their theatergoing experience with great 
seriousness: fan clubs for individual actresses are prolific and highly organized, arranging for the 
regular delivery of food, gifts, and letters of support, as well as assembling for the 
aforementioned daily meetings at the theater entrance. In total, activities relating to the theater 
often represent a significant commitment of time and money.9 
 Although Takarazuka’s female focus and onstage cross-dressing lend themselves to a 
variety of subversive interpretations, the founder of Takarazuka, Hankyu Railroad magnate 
Kobayashi Ichizō, in fact conceived of the theater as anything but rebellious. He intended to be 
both a charming novelty and an educational outlet: by performing as men, his otokoyaku would 
learn to better appreciate their husbands and sons when they inevitably left the theater and 
married, while the musumeyaku’s corresponding performance of femininity would shape them 
into ideal women, who would then serve as models for others to follow.10 Even today, the 
Takarazuka Music School is still known colloquially as a “brides’ school,” one which provides 
good training for marriage.11 The romantic narratives of the Revue’s plays and musicals, with 
their intense focus on the sublimity of masculinity, would also glorify the heterosexual, 
patriarchal order of Japanese society.12 Far from creating an alternative to the everyday life of 
Japanese women, Takarazuka was originally intended to enforce it.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Tickets to a Takarazuka performance currently range from upwards of ¥11,000 (about $110.00) for a prime 
orchestra seat to ¥1,500 (about $15.00) for same-day standing-room tickets; in addition to this, a fan may spend 
money traveling to and from the theater, purchasing souvenirs and recordings, buying gifts for favorite actresses, or 
paying fan association membership fees. Most fans also see the same performance multiple times. 
10 Robertson, Takarazuka, 124. 
11 Leonie Stickland, Gender Gymnastics: Performing and Consuming Japan’s Takarazuka Revue (Melbourne: Trans 
Pacific Press, 2008), 227. 
12 Robertson, Takarazuka, 118. 
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 Many of these characteristics are still present at the theater today: men continue to be the 
focus of the Revue’s musicals, and otokoyaku are more highly valued than musumeyaku within 
the company, essentially replicating the structure of Japanese society in an all-female microcosm. 
This replication of the real world order within Takarazuka’s fantasy world is part of what has 
allowed it to survive without controversy, and its educational approach continues to shape both 
its artistic content and its performance mode. But as I will also demonstrate, these philosophies 
have grown considerably more complex in the last one hundred years, and the gap between the 
Revue’s stated glorification of convention and its much more slippery unofficial appeal is one 
that has fascinated scholars and spectators for a century. 
 
The Perfect Woman as Perfect Man: Conceptualizing Sexuality and Gender at Takarazuka 
While most researchers agree that women generally do not perform at or attend Takarazuka 
because they are drawn to its official message of conventionality, defining that “unofficial appeal” 
is more difficult. Given that the theater’s subculture revolves so heavily around the dashing 
otokoyaku, who is intensely worshipped by her fans and who makes a living romancing 
swooning women onstage, popular understanding outside of Japan often assumes that 
Takarazuka’s appeal is fundamentally homoerotic. Takarazuka does indeed have non-
heterosexual performers and fans, and probably more than the Revue’s managers would prefer to 
acknowledge. Judging from interviews conducted by Jennifer Robertson, Leonie Stickland, and 
the research team of Karen Nakamura and Hisako Matsuo, as well as my own encounters with 
fans in Japan, some of these non-heterosexual women are drawn to Takarazuka because of their 
orientation, while others find it to be merely incidental, or may identify with other appealing 
aspects of its mostly female subculture, just as straight women do.   
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 Ultimately, the majority of the individuals affiliated with the Revue do identify as 
heterosexual, and in fact may even exhibit homophobia when discussing lesbianism.13 
Furthermore, most of Takarazuka’s fans are married, as are many Takarasiennes after leaving the 
theater. While it is true that marriage and heterosexuality do not necessarily go hand in hand, my 
own observations have led me to conclude that, rather than being a secret lesbian outlet, the 
Revue’s appeal is primarily rooted in what might be called a kind of “alternative 
heterosexuality”: a vision of male-female relationships that draws on the features of same-sex 
relationships that straight women perceive to be desirable, such as equality of status or greater 
emotional intimacy, and this can be seen in several other areas of Japanese culture, such as 
women’s anime (animated television shows) and manga (comic books). This view, of course, is 
not mutually exclusive with homoerotic tension, which I believe is also present at Takarazuka at 
certain moments, but I do not think that its content is overtly utilized as lesbian by most of its 
audience or creators.  
 Takarazuka’s managers, for their part, steadfastly deny any non-heterosexual association, 
usually via a conceptualization of the otokoyaku as actually male onstage and the musumeyaku as 
female, something which was echoed by the women I spoke to in Japan.14 This philosophy not 
only makes Takarasiennes’ onstage interactions heterosexual, but also contains the otokoyaku’s 
subversive potential by making her into an “honorary man,” and thus aligning her activities with 
the appropriate gender, rather than allowing her to be a woman who is appreciated for her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 See Robertson, Takarazuka, 142, and Stickland, Gender Gymnastics, 159. 
14 As one fan I met in Tokyo said, “I don’t understand why anyone could think it’s gay. They [the otokoyaku] are 
men onstage.” 
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masculine qualities.15 In fact, Takarazuka denies the existence of sexual appeal in its productions 
at all, claiming that any erotic charge does not extend beyond the false “fantasy” world of its 
stage, and is directed only at fictional characters rather than real performers. This is how it 
excuses the at times overtly erotic content of its musicals, as well as the romantically appealing 
persona that otokoyaku are expected to cultivate: they are not the real things, but simply 
theatrical constructs. Takarasiennes, who are presumably unblemished of any real sexual 
knowledge since they are not married, innocently play at sex, just as they innocently play at 
masculinity, and the audience innocently enjoys.  
 For decades, Takarazuka has rigidly adhered to this bottom line; however, the palpable 
tension in the theater during love scenes might suggest the audience has a different interpretation. 
In a 2001 round-table discussion of favorite love scenes, one fan recalled a scene in Love at Dal 
Lake (Daru Rēku no Koi, 1998) where the male lead initiates a lovemaking session with his 
female partner by unwinding her right out of her clothes. “When that scene happened I went, 
‘Ohhhhhhh,’ and got chills – that part when he pulls her sari off and she’s turning around and 
around.”16 Tomomi Ohashi, a fan interviewed for the Los Angeles Times in 1996, confessed that 
love scenes between men and women in movies left her cold, but not Takarazuka’s. “Seeing the 
love scenes, I get embarrassed. ...It's so romantic, I get goose pimples. Real men are never like 
that.”17 Still, some critics, including Western ones, continue to write off Takarazuka’s sexuality 
as fundamentally neutered or “cute” (kawaii). Even if overt sexual content were not present in 
Takarazuka’s performances, which it is, I would urge viewers to be careful not to adopt an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 It is important to note that this maleness is strictly limited to the stage; although the otokoyaku must remain 
unmarried and is expected to avoid feminine markers in her offstage appearance, she is still categorized as female 
when not performing. For more on conceptualizing Takarasienne’s genders, please see Chapter 2, section 5. 
16 “Minna suki!! Rabu shīn” in Takarazuka dorīmingu 2: Mata mukaeta ne (Tokyo: Kyodo News Publishing, 2001), 
287. 
17 Hilary E. MacGregor, “She’s the Ideal Man in Japan,” The Los Angeles Times, August 29, 1996, accessed March 
5, 2014, http://articles.latimes.com/1996-08-29/news/mn-38659_1_ideal-man. 
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absolutist view of sexuality. As attending a live Takarazuka performance will quickly confirm, a 
kiss, a dance, or even a simple gesture, such as an otokoyaku slicking back her hair while staring 
into the front row of the audience, can absolutely be sexually charged in the same way as 
something more “explicit.” The theater excels at working within its own prescribed boundaries 
of propriety while still creating intensity. On all the occasions I have visited Takarazuka, in the 
moments before a couple’s first kiss, you can hear a pin drop in the auditorium. The tension of 
2,500 absolutely silent audience members is a powerful and very real force. 
 It is also important to consider that Takarazuka’s audience may not always want a more 
gratuitous, mainstream version of sexual encounters. As I explore in further detail in Chapter 2, 
sex is closely connected to love in Takarazuka’s stories; unlike in other places in Japanese 
culture, eroticism is never devoid of emotional connection and fulfillment at Takarazuka. While 
this approach to sex is certainly “moral,” because of the way it always confines sexuality to 
committed relationships and avoids associating it with purposeless pleasure, it is also likely 
refreshing and fulfilling to its older female audience, whose particular needs are sometimes 
specifically alluded to within Takarazuka’s stories. In the roundtable discussion mentioned above, 
the fans also discussed the 1998 musical Lure of the Icon (Aikon no Yūwaku); in one scene, the 
male lead injured his hand and was tended to by his female counterpart, which led him to say to 
her, “You’re just like a housewife.” As one fan pointedly remarked: “Meanwhile, the auditorium 
is filled with housewives…”18 
 While eroticism is an important part of Takarazuka’s appeal, romantic love – of which 
sexuality is a component – is in fact arguably more prominent. Most Takarazuka literature, 
including that produced by the theater itself, suggests that Takarazuka fans derive emotional 
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nourishment from the theater’s love stories and the idealized men who inhabit them. This is a 
dimension that most previous English-language studies have underplayed, perhaps because it 
aligns with the theater’s stated values. However, alignment does not necessarily strip it of its 
subversiveness, and out of all of Takarazuka’s allures, the appetite of its fans for a closer 
emotional connection to their male partners speaks most plainly to their real life situations. Ueda 
Shinji, former president of Takarazuka and director and playwright of two of the theater’s most 
popular productions, The Rose of Versailles (Berusaiyu no bara, 1974) and Gone with the Wind 
(Kaze to tomo ni sarinu, 1977), spoke frankly on this: “If the number of fans drop, we will know 
women are happier, their home lives are getting better.”19  
 Takarazuka’s fantasy vision of heterosexual relationships is also central to its conceptions 
of gender. A 2006 series of articles in Takarazuka Graph asked readers to write in and rank the 
characters that each of the theater’s current otokoyaku top stars had played over the course of 
their careers, using a variety of criteria including “Character You’d Most Like as a Lover” and 
“Character You’d Most Like to Marry.”20 Virtually all of the winning male characters were 
noted for their consistent kindness and gentleness; another popular trait was presenting one face 
in public and another only to the woman he loved, which emphasized the specialness of his 
relationship with his female partner (“He is refined on the outside, and inside his amiable 
demeanor he hides passion and strength, which is his appeal”).21 Other qualities included being 
capable of loving deeply, passionately, and sometimes irrationally, and directing this love at only 
one woman, no matter what: wrote one fan of Prince Ōama, the male lead of the historical 
musical Radiant Purple Flowers (Akanesasu murasaki no hana): “His love [for his wife] never 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 MacGregor, “She’s the Ideal Man in Japan.” 
20 See “Kōkai Ankēto” in Takarazuka Graph, February 2006: 38 – 40, April 2006: 34 – 36, July 2006: 54 – 56, 
October 2006: 30 – 32, November 2006: 42 – 44 and December 2006: 65 – 67. 
21 “Kozuki Wataru: Kōkai ankēto,” Takarazuka Graph, July 2006, 55. 
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changed, no matter how much time passed… If I get married, I’d want a husband who would 
continue loving me forever, like [him].”22 Many fans also expressed admiration for the risks 
these men took to be beside their lovers: their favorite characters rejected inherited fortunes and 
career windfalls, betrayed the commands of their rulers, and even gave up their lives, all for the 
sake of their women. At Takarazuka, the ideal man does not let social boundaries – be they of 
masculinity, propriety, family, or class – keep him apart from the woman he loves. Whether the 
distance between them is physical or emotional, he will find a way to overcome it, because his 
lover is the absolute center of his world, and that is the essence of his appeal. 
 However, in addition to being perfect male partners for women, there is another 
acknowledged appeal of the otokoyaku: the pleasure of watching a female performer adopt an a 
different identity while onstage, be it a true maleness as conceived by Takarazuka’s 
administrators, a “female masculinity,” as imagined by Karen Nakamura and Hisako Matsuo,23 
or something else. Indeed, this subversive appeal was the conclusion of Robertson’s work: 
From the beginning, the Revue management has sought to limit female fans’ infatuation 
to the ideal man played by the otokoyaku. My archival research and interviews suggest 
that, on the contrary, female fans of all ages, classes and educational backgrounds do not 
see a prototypical man onstage; rather, they acknowledge and appreciate a female body 
performing in a capacity that transgresses the boundaries of received femininity and 
masculinity. …The player of men’s roles, in short, is appreciated as an exemplary female 
who can successfully negotiate both genders, and their attendant roles, without being 
constrained by either.24  
 
 Ueda himself addressed this aspect of the theater, although in typical Takarazuka fashion, 
he framed it specifically as a desire to be a man: in an interview for the Los Angeles Times, he 
explained that “many women love the shows because when they see other women on stage 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 “Sena Jun: Kōkai ankēto,” Takarazuka Graph, October 2006, 31. 
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Takarazuka Theatre and Japanese Popular Culture,” in Men and Masculinities in Contemporary Japan: Dislocating 
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portraying men, they say to themselves: ‘I could do that!...I could ride a horse, run a company – 
and it would feel so good to have that power.’”25 While some Takarazuka fans may want to 
identify specifically as men, the way that fans frequently make connections between the 
desirability of an otokoyaku’s male character and the admirable qualities of the female otokoyaku 
suggests that Robertson’s theory of an unconstrained female figure is more accurate.26 Even if a 
Takarasienne completely subsumes herself into a convincing male persona onstage, the audience 
is still always aware of the female performer underneath, and they are also aware that the man 
that she plays is quite different from an ordinary one. They thus enjoy the creation of a decidedly 
atypical fantasy man, and they adore the woman who is able to reach across multiple gender 
boundaries and embody this ideal.  
 The Takarazuka community disagrees, however, on whether this capability is a 
transformative quality that results from an otokoyaku’s acting skills or if her masculinity is 
something that emerges naturally from within. The latter idea blurs the lines between the 
performer and the character, something that is also achieved via the otokoyaku’s masculine 
offstage persona. While some fans may attribute the success of a performance to an otokoyaku’s 
“instinctive masculinity” (honrai motsu otokopposa),27 others instead celebrate the otokoyaku’s 
ability to disguise their feminine selves. Top otokoyaku Yuzuki Reon (current) emphasized this 
skill-based aspect in a 2013 interview with the Japan Times, when asked what she thought was 
the secret of the otokoyaku’s appeal: “We have long researched men, and as a result of the long, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 MacGregor, “She’s the Ideal Man in Japan.” 
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thoughtful and in-depth analysis of what makes a ‘man,’ we can portray that perfect man.”28 
Additionally, while many otokoyaku join Takarazuka because a masculine gender expression is 
more appealing to them than a feminine one, others have expressed a discrepancy between their 
stage personas and their private lives. Top otokoyaku Sena Jun (retired 2009) wrote after leaving 
Takarazuka that her masculine theatrical persona was “truly a lot of work” and that she 
considered herself “really a feminine person,”29 while Nakamura and Matsuo noted that top 
otokoyaku Shizuki Asato (retired 1999) was known for the rather un-masculine backstage hobby 
of sewing teddy bears.30  
  The answer to this conundrum, which has been vigorously debated for most of 
Takarazuka’s lifetime, is that neither one nor the other is exclusively true. It is most likely that 
both the display of and the inversion of an actress’s perceived “true nature,” whether that nature 
is masculine or feminine, provide pleasure to Takarazuka’s audience, and perhaps to its 
performers as well. This viewpoint contrasts with that of Takarazuka itself, as its managers do 
not allow for the otokoyaku to be conceptualized as both genders: in their remarks and actions, 
she is either male (and so is not a model women can imitate, nor is she an object of lesbian 
desire) or she is female (and so is not threatening to real men), depending on the context.  
 Takarazuka is thus in a constant state of conflict between its asserted public image and its 
complex actual appeal, and the identity of the otokoyaku in particular remains ambiguous. 
Furthermore, the theater occupies a tangled intersection of behaviors and attitudes that qualify, 
complicate and contain its implications. As I discuss in Chapter 2, the all-male theatrical 
traditions of kabuki and noh, in which male players of female roles have been celebrated as 
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29 Jun Sena, ALive Final: Handsome Woman (Tokyo: Kyodo News Publishing, 2013), 29. 
30 Nakamura and Matsuo, “Female Masculinity,” 70. 
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paragons of femininity, are some of the most important influences on its perception. However, 
equally important is a Japanese cultural conception of gender that bestows “manhood” or 
“womanhood” only on adults. As Robertson has noted, the Japanese characters for girl or young 
woman, “shōjo” (少女), in fact literally mean “a ‘not-quite-female’ female.”31 There is thus a 
sort of neutrality that has historically accompanied youth in Japan, and this eases acceptance of 
early non-heterosexual or non-gender-aligned behavior, another reason most of the Japanese 
public accepts Takarazuka without controversy, particularly early in its history when most 
Takarasiennes were in their early teens.  
 More crucially, however, the term shōjo is understood to refer to the period in a girl’s life 
between puberty and marriage. As being unmarried historically makes one a shōjo, and a shōjo is 
not an adult, the unmarried status of all Takarasiennes bestows upon them non-adult status in 
Japanese society.32 This is despite the fact that, unlike Kobayashi’s teenaged original recruits, 
many of today’s performers are in their late twenties and early thirties or older. This distinction 
of immaturity is still present: even today, Takarasiennes are not called “actresses” (joyū), but 
instead are merely “students” (seitō), despite the high level of professional training they 
receive.33 This affirmation of youth and inexperience has historically been crucial to the public 
acceptance of what might otherwise have been problematic aspects of Takarazuka, and it remains 
an important part of the theater’s identity.  
 
Previous English-Language Studies of Takarazuka 
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In comparison to Takarazuka’s long history in Japan, where it has been the subject of a large 
body of criticism and commentary, Takarazuka has come to the attention of Western scholars 
only very recently, and there is still relatively little written on the subject in English. Jennifer 
Robertson’s 1998 monograph Takarazuka: Sexual Politics and Popular Culture in Modern 
Japan remains the definitive work. Her book has been both widely praised and intensely 
controversial, particularly in Japan, and most of the studies that have come out after it have 
sought to provide an alternative viewpoint to hers.  
 Robertson argues that the Revue’s official history is filled with contradictions, and that 
the ways in which Takarazuka’s actresses and fans have consumed and interpreted the theater is 
starkly different from the purposes laid out by its founders and administrators, a conflict that she 
refers to as the tension between the text and subtext.34 Most controversially, it relies on an 
eroticized reading of the Revue, with a particular although not exclusive emphasis on 
homoeroticism, and this has been the source of most of its criticism.35 Robertson ultimately 
theorizes that Takarauzka’s popularity is driven by the admiration of Japanese women for female 
performers who can successfully negotiate both genders in public, and she places a particularly 
strong emphasis on what she perceives to be a porous boundary between the otokoyaku’s onstage 
masculine persona and offstage identity. Her thesis of “strategic ambivalence” refers to the 
Revue’s complicated and inconsistent public image, which she claims exploits the theater’s 
erotic and subversive appeal to women while denying any such associations publicly.36 
 In contrast to Robertson, Leonie Stickland, author of the 2008 book Gender Gymnastics: 
Performing and Consuming Japan’s Takarazuka Revue, states that she was a longtime fan of the 
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Revue and was employed by it before embarking on her study. Largely rejecting Robertson’s 
claims about Takarazuka’s eroticism, she asserts that while sexual appeal may be part of 
Takarazuka’s success, its influence on female fans is limited and largely subconscious due to 
Takarazuka’s vehement insistence on “purity” in its public image and the homophobia of 
Japanese society.37 She focuses more on Takarazuka’s performance mode than Robertson does, 
identifying its onstage men and women as wholly fictional constructions that “no longer relate to 
‘real’ gender in mainstream society.”38 She ultimately concludes that, unlike Robertson’s 
conception of the otokoyaku’s flexible gender as the source of her power,  “it is largely [the 
otokoyaku’s] assumed masculinity, framed within the fantasy world of the Takarazuka 
stage...that attracts these fans, rather than the intrinsic personality and talents of the performer 
herself,”39 which underlines her generally less subversive view of the Revue.  
 In their 2002 essay on the Revue, “Female Masculinity and Fantasy Spaces: 
Transcending Genders in the Takarazuka Theatre and Popular Culture,” Karen Nakamura and 
Hisako Matsuo focus on Takarazuka’s otokoyaku as a means of allowing performers and fans 
alike to “transcend their everyday gender relationships and roles.”40 Nakamura and Matsuo argue 
that the appeal of the otokoyaku is the female audience member’s ability to “suture” (bunshin) to 
her and explore the possibilities of both masculinity and androgyny, experiencing intense 
emotional catharsis via the onstage drama.41 They emphasize the unique nature of the otokoyaku, 
whom they define as a “female masculine fictional construct,” arguing that because the 
otokoyaku is known to be an illusion – a woman performing as a man – the audience can climb 
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aboard her exploration of foreign gender and identity territory, in a way that they cannot with a 
performer who aligns with his or her role.42 Unlike Robertson and Stickland, they claim that 
Takarazuka is, by necessity, completely asexual, since “the introduction of physical sexuality 
either between the male and female roles on stage or between the fans and stars would only serve 
to block the process of this emotional catharsis.”43  
 While my work builds on all of these theories to varying degrees, I am most interested in 
the actual process by which Takarazuka’s messages of gender are broadcast – in other words, in 
both the form and the content of the performances themselves. While Stickland devotes an entire 
chapter to Takarazuka’s gendered performance techniques, Robertson explores in great depth the 
pro-imperialist revues of the 1930s, and Nakamura and Matsuo base their entire thesis on the 
rapport between performer and audience, none of these works have Takarazuka’s theatrical 
output as their focus. With a few exceptions, comparatively little attention has so far been paid to 
the kind of stories Takarazuka tells, the resonances those stories might have for its audience, or 
how their plots and performance modes facilitate ideas of gender and sexuality in and of 
themselves. Like Robertson and Stickland, I desire to unpack the messages of masculinity, 
femininity, and androgyny that are at Takarazuka’s core, but I seek to do so primarily through 
the stage, rather than through the non-theatrical activities of the broader Takarazuka community. 
I am thus interested in not just the way the theater performs gender, but also in the fictional 
musical narratives through which it transmits those concepts.  
 I should note that in my attempts to explore this theoretical gap, my interpretations of 
Takarazuka’s musicals utilize the theater’s own gender framework, and this framework largely 
understands androgyny as a midpoint between two fixed poles of male and female. Indeed, 
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Takarazuka’s performance mode is not really capable of containing any other ways of being, as I 
explore in Chapter 2. The result is that even the theater’s most subversive moments tend to 
uphold the fundamental validity of a male/female gender binary, and they privilege 
heterosexuality even when flirting with other kinds of eroticism, because these alternatives are 
usually framed as a way to improve or understand “normal” heterosexual relations (indeed, this 
is the theater’s entire reason for being). I follow these patterns of thinking in my interpretations 
because it is my goal to understand Takarazuka’s own codes and logic, and to identify the 
theater’s contemporary meaning in a way that is as relevant to its own fans’ understanding of it 
as possible. In other words, I am exploring what an average theatergoer is likely to be getting out 
of a performance, rather than the full range of theoretical possibilities. However, this does not 
rule out the presence of non-conforming audience members, performers, and theatrical moments, 
nor the possibility of accompanying non-conforming interpretations of Takarazuka; I simply do 
not focus on them in this paper. Most importantly, even when constrained by this narrow gender 
framework, the theater is still very much capable of complex and disruptive actions, and the 
limitations of its approach are often interesting as its freedoms. 
 
Key Narratives of the Postwar Revue: The Rose of Versailles and Elisabeth 
This paper explores gender at Takarazuka by looking at the connections between two facets of 
the theater’s identity: Takarazuka as a theater, and Takarazuka as a cultural factory – in other 
words, between the technical aspects of its dramatic performances and its identity as a fictional 
narrative-producing institution. In this case, those fictional narratives take the form of musicals 
and plays, and they are rich sources of insight into the theater’s relationship with gender in a 
number of ways. First and foremost, they are vehicles for Takarazuka’s theatrical techniques, the 
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ways in which it transforms its all-female cast into a heterosexual group of characters. Those 
techniques in turn are the principal means through which the theater interacts with concepts of 
masculinity and femininity, which makes them key to understanding the theater’s fundamental 
relationship with gender.  
 However, the plots of Takarazuka’s musicals also deal with themes of gender in and of 
themselves. This thematic exploration often takes the form of exalting mainstream Japanese 
heterosexual order, as was Kobayashi’s original intention, but a number of recent musicals at 
Takarazuka explore more daring gender territory. The plots of these musicals, which are among 
the most popular Takarazuka has ever staged, focus specifically on the struggles of womanhood 
and the transcendent possibilities of androgyny. Among these musicals is Takarazuka’s biggest 
hit of all time, a show whose characters have come to be virtually synonymous with the Revue: 
the musical adaptation of Ikeda Riyoko’s landmark 1972 manga, The Rose of Versailles. 
[Figures 1.5 and 1.6] 
 The Rose of Versailles was first published as part of a wave of innovative manga aimed at 
shōjo readers, which addressed the struggles of being female in Japan’s patriarchal society by 
exploring the liberating possibilities of same-sex love and gender-bending. A loose biography of 
the doomed French queen Marie Antoinette, The Rose of Versailles tells Marie Antoinette’s story 
alongside that of her fictional protector, Oscar François du Jarjayes. Oscar is the captain of the 
palace guard, born a woman but raised as a son by her aristocratic father due to his lack of a male 
heir. While everyone knows that Oscar is female, her beauty is so androgynous and her authority 
so natural that many women at court claim to be in love with her, and she commands great 
respect at court as both a soldier and an individual.  
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 Oscar is always accompanied by her childhood companion and faithful servant, Andre, 
who is deeply and unrequitedly in love with her. Although the subplot of Marie Antoinette’s 
forbidden love with the handsome Count Fersen proved to be tremendously popular, the 
relationship between Oscar and Andre is the strongest source of the The Rose of Versailles’s 
enduring appeal. One of the manga’s most famous scenes, in which Oscar finally accepts 
Andre’s devotion and the two are united sexually for the first time, is widely cited as having had 
a unique influence on the generation of young Japanese women who grew up reading the story. 
As manga scholar Fujimoto Yukari says, “From that scene, each of us decided, ‘I want to have 
sex like Oscar and Andre.’ For us junior and senior high school girls at the time, our concept of 
sex was fixed by that manga.”44 [Figure 1.7] 
 Takarazuka’s adaptation of The Rose of Versailles in 1974 singlehandedly resurrected the 
Revue’s flagging popularity, and it continues to play regularly to the present day. Tall, slender, 
and dressed in a man’s military uniform, Oscar, as Robertson has pointed out, is a direct 
successor to the androgynously styled otokoyaku Takarazuka introduced in the 1960s, whose 
visible femininity did not undermine but rather enhanced the power and appeal of her masculine 
attributes, and whose magnetism stemmed from the ease with which she was free to assume one 
guise or the other.45 Early critics noted the story’s resonance with Takarazuka immediately, with 
critic Takayama Hideo stating that he believed Oscar could be properly portrayed only by an 
otokoyaku.46 From the story’s first staging at Takarazuka, the powerful conflation of Oscar and 
the otokoyaku who play her has contributed to an ongoing narrative within the theater about the 
nature of performance, gender, and liberation. Ultimately glad that she has avoided the life of a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Deborah Shamoon, “Revolutionary Romance: The Rose of Versailles and the Transformation of Shōjo Manga,” 
Mechadamia 2 (2007): 15, accessed November 16, 2013, doi: 10.1353/mec.0.0009. 
45 Robertson, Takarazuka, 76. 
46 Shamoon, “Revolutionary Romance,” 14. 
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woman, Oscar also experiences a period of despair when she feels her masculine identity keeps 
her from being noticed by Marie Antoinette’s lover Fersen, whom she loves unrequitedly. She 
eventually gives herself to Andre, who has accepted her for her entire life as she is.  
 Crucial to the musical’s success at Takarazuka are its themes of androgynous romantic 
harmony. Deborah Shamoon describes the success of Oscar and Andre’s union in the manga as 
stemming from not only Oscar’s dual-gendered state, but Andre’s own parallel transition into 
androgyny; he becomes a feminine man to partner with a masculine woman, which leads Oscar 
to describe their connection as one of sameness, “like Castor and Pollux.”47 When The Rose of 
Versailles was published, Oscar and Andre’s mutual androgyny allowed the couple to be 
together while avoiding the heterosexual politics plaguing romance stories at the time, a twist 
that reflects Ikeda’s borrowing of narrative techniques from manga about male same-sex couples. 
While heterosexual love stories invariably placed the woman in a submissive or even sacrificial 
role within the relationship, stories of love between two beautiful young men allowed for equal 
relations, and they became enormously popular among female readers as a result.48 Oscar and 
Andre’s relationship succeeds because it is heterosexual but “configured within the story as 
homogender” via their mutual androgyny;49 like these fantasy male couples, they experience an 
idealized union unencumbered by fixed, opposing gender roles.  
 The Rose of Versailles’s innovative handling of heterosexual romance functions similarly 
to many of Takarazuka’s onstage techniques, and this transforms the story into a meta-text on 
stage. Oscar’s liberating appeal is similar to that of the otokoyaku in the way she explores the 
territories of both genders freely, and her “heterosexual configured as homogender” romance 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Ikeda Riyoko, Berusaiyu no Bara 4 (Tokyo: Shueisha Publishing Co., Ltd., 2013), 296. 
48 Shamoon, “Revolutionary Romance,” 6. 
49 Ibid., 11. 
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places her and her partner on equal footing. Likewise, we might say that the appeal of 
Takarazuka romance is that it is homosexual configured as heterogender. Although Takarazuka 
vehemently denies any consideration of Takarasiennes’ female bodies in onstage actions, it is 
because the otokoyaku is a woman that her male characters are such perfect lovers; unlike real 
men, they are sensitive, emotional and physically beautiful, qualities that are derived from their 
female bodies and “female hearts.” Though men and women are decidedly not equal on 
Takarazuka’s stage, the balance they achieve there is far preferable to that of the real world for 
most audience members. In both Ikeda’s manga and Takarazuka, we thus see the supreme appeal 
of the “dual-gendered” individual, who combines both masculinity and femininity, as both a 
romantic partner and a way of being.  
 While nothing will likely ever match the phenomenon of The Rose of Versailles, one 
other musical at Takarazuka has so far come closest: Elisabeth, Takarazuka’s adaptation of the 
Austrian musical of the same name. Elisabeth shares many elements with The Rose of Versailles: 
doomed royal women, a sumptuous European period setting, and the eternally appealing theme 
of forbidden love. In Elisabeth, this relationship takes the form of the dangerous affair between 
Elisabeth and Death, a shadowy personification of loss who has been in love with Elisabeth since 
her childhood. [Figure 1.8] Like The Rose of Versailles, Elisabeth’s characters are also uniquely 
suited to illustrating the contradictions and complexities of gender in Takarazuka’s onstage 
world, and this makes it one of few musicals that can match it in not only popularity, but in 
meta-textual potential. Like Andre, Death is a feminine male character, and he is thus the only 
suitable match for Elisabeth, a conventionally beautiful woman who nevertheless vigorously 
explores male territory with her behavior and laments the limitations of her sex. She is thus 
configured as both masculine and feminine on the Takarazuka stage.  
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 But while they have many similarities, Elisabeth has one key element that The Rose of 
Versailles, and indeed virtually every other musical at Takarazuka, does not: it deals specifically 
with the frustrations of motherhood, marriage, and domesticity, which are all tremendously 
relevant themes for Takarazuka’s audience. More fascinatingly still, because Death is a 
metaphorical character and not a human being, he is visually and thematically a creature of 
fantasy on the stage. In this way, Takarazuka is able to explicitly reflect on its own appeal: the 
character of Elisabeth retreats from her unsatisfying reality into the arms of an androgynous 
fantasy lover who understands her in ways her husband never can, just as the audience does 
every time they go to the theater.  
 For these reasons, I have selected Elisabeth as my case study in this thesis. Although it is 
a tremendously popular work at Takarazuka, unlike The Rose of Versailles, Elisabeth’s 
implications are relatively unexplored. As a work, it demonstrates the ways in which 
Takarazuka’s most successful musicals engage with its fans’ and performers’ real-life situations 
of gender. It also shows the ways in which those musicals engage, meta-theatrically, with 
Takarazuka’s own single-sex performance mode. The implications of this mode become 
enormously complex in Elisabeth, as gender-bending actresses play characters who bend gender 
even further. It is thus an ideal vehicle for illustrating Takarazuka’s unique and stylized theatrical 
techniques, and how those techniques are used to probe the issues of gender and sexuality that 
are of concern to its community. The next chapter is devoted to exploring those techniques in 
depth, in order to better understand how they facilitate Takarazuka’s exploration of some of 
these themes, before proceeding to an analysis of how they play out in the context of Elisabeth. 









Figure 1.1: The Takarazuka Grand 
Theater in Takarazuka City. 
By 663highland, “Takarazuka Grand 
Theater and Bow Hall in Takarazuka, 




Figure 1.2: The main auditorium of the 
Takarazuka Grand Theater. 
By 663highland, “Takarazuka Grand 






Figure 1.3: Otokoyaku Ryū Masaki 
(top) and musumeyaku Manaki Reika 
(bottom) onstage in the 2013 musical 
Arsėne Lupin. 
Collectible photo print. 
Figure 1.4: Manaki (L) and Ryū 
(R) offstage, in a photoshoot for 
Takarazuka Graph.  
From “Deux-ing: Toppu konbi 
pōto: Tsukigumi.” Takarazuka 
Graph, May 2013, 25. 







Figure 1.5:	  The Rose of Versailles’s 
two heroines, Marie Antoinette (L) 
and Oscar (R), as illustrated by 
Ikeda Riyoko.  
From Berubara no Teichou by Reiko 
Yuyama (Tokyo: Magazine House 
Co., Ltd, 2013), 18. 
	  
Figure 1.6:	  A postcard 
reproduction of a poster for the 
1992 Takarazuka production of 
The Rose of Versailles, starring 
otokoyaku Suzukaze Mayo (center) 
as Oscar and a quartet of 
otokoyaku rotating through the role 
of Andre.  
Included with Berusaiyu no Bara: 
Oskaru to Andore, by Shinji Ueda, 
directed by Tani Masazumi and 
Shinji Ueda. Takarazuka Kagekidan, 
Moon Troupe. Performed April 12, 
1992. Takarazuka Grand Theater, 
Takarazuka City: Takarazuka 
Creative Arts, 2010. Digital video 
recording [DVD], 153 min. 
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Figure 1.8: A promotional 
photograph for the 2009 
Takarazuka production of 
Elisabeth, starring otokoyaku 
Nagina Rūmi as Elisabeth (L) and 
otokoyaku Sena Jun as Death (R).  
From Erizabēto: Ai to shi no rondo 
[Takarazuka Grand Theater edition] 
(Hankyu Toho Group: Takarazuka 
Kagekidan, 2009), 6.  
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Chapter 2 
Performing Gender Onstage at Takarazuka: Deconstructing the Constructed 
 
By using female bodies to create both male and female characters, Takarazuka is enacting a 
literal performance of gender, which – as theorized most famously by Judith Butler – is already 
performative in nature. Distinct from biological sex traits, gender is a socially constructed system, 
wherein masculinity, femininity, and possibly other states of being are separate from maleness, 
femaleness, or other sexes. Gender is expressed via markers, which can include speech, 
movement, appearance, and other factors. As Takarazuka itself proves, it is entirely possible to 
be “female” but appear or behave in a “masculine” way, and vice versa. Butler writes in Gender 
Trouble that by theorizing gender “as radically independent of sex, gender itself becomes a free-
floating artifice, with the consequences that man and masculine might just as easily signify a 
female body as a male one, and woman and feminine a male body as easily as a female one.”50 
Drag, which Takarazuka practices, illustrates this difference because it “plays upon the 
distinction between the anatomy of the performer and the gender that is being performed. …In 
imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself”51 – something 
that runs counter to Kobayashi’s assertion that his otokoyaku undermined neither the masculinity 
of the men they imitated nor their own “female” identity. 
 Takarazuka’s theatrical system of masculine and feminine signifiers are thus gender 
markers referencing other gender markers, which is to say signs referencing signs: the gender-
specific qualities of each performance are supposedly rooted in the real world but, in reality, 
constitute an isolated, highly stylized bubble of theatrical tradition that has grown increasingly 
removed and self-referential over its one-hundred-year history. The importance of the organizing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminisim and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1999), 10. 
51 Ibid., 175. Emphasis Butler’s. 
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principles of Takarazuka’s system of theatrical gender codes cannot be understated when 
attempting to “read” the theater’s social significance. Before we can examine how depictions of 
gender at Takarazuka are deployed and interpreted onstage, however, we must first examine how 
they are constructed, which is to say that we must examine what Takarazuka’s system of 
theatrical gender markers actually constitutes. 
 
Defining Kata: Using the Technologies of Theatrical Gender to Read Productions 
Takarazuka’s gender markers function similarly in some ways to real word gender markers, as 
both use mimesis and repetition to convey information and create norms. But there is another 
system upon which Takarazuka’s is closely modeled, and that is the kata system of the all-male 
Japanese theatrical form of kabuki. Kabuki in fact builds upon a conceptual separation of sex and 
gender that is not dissimilar to Butler’s: the onnagata, the male player of female roles, 
transforms his body and bearing into that of a woman through coded signs. These signs, like 
Takarazuka’s, belong after centuries of repetition to a “theatricalized femininity,” in the words of 
Loren Edelson.52 In kabuki, Edelson writes, “Members who played onnagata roles…were 
instructed to think of themselves as a neutral slate onto which they could refashion their bodies, 
movements, and gestures to conform with how men played women on the kabuki stage.”53 
Onnagata Ichikawa Shunen described kabuki’s four hundred year history of female 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Loren Edelson, Danjūrō’s Girls: Women on the Kabuki Stage (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 5. 
53 Edelson, Danjūrō’s Girls, 106. Note the crucial distinction between conforming “with women” and “with how 
men played women” – like the otokoyaku, the onnagata imitates only other onnagata.  
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impersonation as “the onnagata skill,” stating, “This skill is something we learn. ...However 
physically male a person might be, he can be a woman.”54  
 The collective name for these theatrical techniques of female imitation is kata, which 
Edelson defines as “a detailed system of signifiers.” As she writes, “All kabuki actors must 
mirror…past actors in order to perform any role… These fixed forms are called kata, and refer to 
everything from a subtle gesture to a speech pattern, from costume choice to set design to the 
choice of music.” A trait “does not become kata until it has been repeated a number of times, 
becomes recognized as a new entity, and is transmitted to the next generation of actors.”55 
Onstage, onnagata use feminine kata developed by past actors to indicate that they are women; 
the audience then instantly recognizes these signs, and uses them both understand 
characterizations and to enhance their own viewing experience by spotting beloved traditions.56 
 Although Takarazuka’s system of kata is far less extensive than kabuki’s, it is still the 
theater’s organizing principle. Robertson previously adopted the term to describe Takarazuka’s 
performance technique, defining kata for her purposes as “[referring] collectively to the 
technologies of gender, including form, posture, sign, code, gesture and choreography.”57 She 
and Stickland both review Takarazuka’s kata in their studies, and Stickland notes explicitly that 
Takarazuka’s system of gender markers has most in common with kabuki’s, in its emphasis on 
the precedents of past actors rather than images of the real world.58 However, both of their 
discussions are limited primarily to the physical characteristics of masculinity or femininity a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 William T. Vollmann, Kissing the Mask: Beauty, Understatement, and Femininity in Japanese Noh Theater: With 
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55 Edelson, Danjūrō’s Girls, 105. 
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   38	  
Takarasienne adopts, such as costuming or body language, and this is a theoretical framework I 
would like to expand. 
 While Takarazuka’s kata do include physical gender markers, its system also has a 
narrative-driven dimension that is equally codified, equally binary, and equally important when 
defining masculinity and femininity onstage, and this dimension has been largely overlooked by 
previous researchers.59 At Takarazuka, demeanor, gesture, appearance, and speech are all 
gendered, but actions, personalities, and thoughts are gendered as well: consider, for example, 
the belief that men are active and aggressive while women are passive and peaceful, which is 
reflected in most of Takarazuka’s productions. Takarazuka emphasizes gendered action, and thus 
gender-driven plot, because of its self-professed educational aspect: its stories depict morally 
sound lives, usually via endings wherein men and women discover their happiness through the 
fulfillment of their proper, heterosexual gender roles. Takarazuka thus has a vested interest in 
linking action – doing things and making decisions – with gender identity, and this results in a 
more complicated system of gender markers on its stage.  
 This linkage between gender and action also opens the door to an additional way of 
scrambling those concepts within the context of Takarazuka. What are we to make, for example, 
of a character whose appearance checks all the usual boxes of Takarazuka femininity, but who 
behaves in a way that runs counter to them – who acts like a Takarazuka man normally would? 
Elisabeth and Scarlett O’Hara of Gone With the Wind both meet this criterion, as do several other 
female characters, and it effectively renders them dual-gendered in the context of Takarazuka’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Robertson and Stickland both identify some narrative-based gender traits as part of their kata studies, such as 
charisma for men and passivity for women, but they generally do not explore these traits in depth, nor do they 
identify them as a kata category unto themselves. With a few exceptions, they also do not examine these traits in the 
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stage, both masculine and feminine. Conversely, how do we read a male character who may 
sound and act like his conventional male counterparts at the theater, but whose appearance is 
deeply androgynous, neither male nor female? Death falls into this category, and so does Andre 
when the qualities are flipped, since he has a basically masculine appearance on Takarazuka’s 
stage but a feminine role within the plot. Such contradictions between appearance and action 
within a character’s gender identity play an important role in many of Takarazuka’s signature 
productions. A complete understanding of any of Takarazuka’s onstage performances must thus 
account for this “narrative” dimension of that identity, because nearly all of its material reveals 
that it uses a system of theatrical codes to construct gendered personas on multiple levels, not 
just those related to an actress’s body. 
 We therefore must first understand how Takarazuka defines and performs gender in order 
to understand any of its implications regarding gender, be they conventional or subversive. To 
benefit this analysis, I here illustrate my own breakdown of the kata system that governs the 
performance of masculinity and femininity on Takarazuka’s stage. My kata system takes into 
account what might be called “narrative” action-based gender characteristics as well as physical 
ones, in the service of creating a model for examining Takarazuka’s productions through this 
lens.  
 
The Takarazuka Man and Woman: Physical Kata 
Gender markers that transform a Takarasienne’s female body represent the first and more basic 
category of kata at Takarazuka, and almost all of these characteristics can be observed in any 
given performance at the theater. Physical kata, as I will call them, can be broken down into five 
categories: costuming, hair, makeup, vocals, and movement. As with many systems of gender, 
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and also because it is a theater company, Takarazuka realizes a fundamental male/female 
dichotomy in a series of highly visible, easily distinguished binaries. 
 The first of these physical kata is costuming. At Takarazuka, male characters always 
wear pants, and women virtually always skirts or dresses, unless they are playing pre-modern 
Japanese, Korean or Chinese characters. Historical accuracy is seldom achieved, and does not 
seem to be intended. In shows set in the eighteenth, nineteenth, or early twentieth century 
Western world, which constitute the majority of Takarazuka’s productions,60 the otokoyaku’s 
character overwhelmingly favors suits, both for their connotations of style and for practical 
reasons: jackets and vests add bulk to an otokoyaku’s frame, and can be tailored to create a more 
manly silhouette. The bottom half of the otokoyaku suit consists of long, loose, high-waisted 
trousers, which are cut to create the illusion of longer legs and also to hide the hips and rear. 
Long jackets further assist in disguising the body. [Figure 2.1] These floor-skimming trousers 
also hide the otokoyaku’s high-heeled elevator boots, which are worn in productions set across 
all cultures and add several inches in height. A common variation on this look features tighter 
trousers tucked into extremely tall boots, which often reach as high as mid-thigh, in order to 
emphasize the beauty of the otokoyaku’s legs.61  
 Beneath their clothing, most otokoyaku wear foundational undergarments designed to 
flatten the bust and rear, and also pad their waists and shoulders to create a triangular silhouette. 
All of these costuming techniques also create the illusion of height, another crucial characteristic 
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fantasy appeal; an extremely small portion of its material is set in the present day, and non-Japanese-set musicals 
outnumber Japanese ones, which themselves take place overwhelmingly in the past.  
61 These tall boots are so prevalent on Takarazuka’s stage that a scene in The Scarlet Pimpernel (Scāretto Pinpaneru, 
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separating the taller otokoyaku from the shorter musumeyaku.62 Additionally, except during 
revues, the otokoyaku’s costumes generally adhere to a “masculine” color palette that favors dark 
colors and neutrals, and which reserves certain fabrics only for men, such as leather.  
 The musumeyaku, in contrast, dresses in elaborate gowns for period pieces, which, like 
the otokoyaku’s suits, do not make much distiction regarding actual historical fashion. These 
famously complex dresses, which often come in pinks, reds, and purples, feature great amounts 
of lace, ruffles, rhinestones and other embellishments. Like the otokoyaku’s loose and padded 
suits, they are often so voluminous that they reveal little of the musumeyaku’s body. [Figure 2.2] 
Her contemporary ensembles, on the rare occasion a musical is set in the present day, will be 
dresses or blouses and skirts, with many of the same colors and features. It is deeply uncommon, 
regardless of a musical’s setting, for female characters to wear pants or shorts. 
 While both genders show remarkably little skin on stage, otokoyaku tend to be more 
covered up than musumeyaku. Open collars have only recently become commonplace, and the 
chest below the otokoyaku’s collarbone is still rarely revealed. Takarazuka’s otokoyaku are 
instead eroticized via their silhouette, particularly the broadness of shoulders and the length of 
legs. Similarly, in love scenes, rather uncovering Takarasiennes’ bodies, Takarazuka relies on a 
series of costuming choices to communicate the circumstances: for the otokoyaku, a billowy, 
open-collared shirt, often white, is paired with tight trousers, tall boots, and mussed hair. [Figure 
2.3] This ensemble has been the otokoyaku’s outfit of choice for romantic scenes for most of the 
postwar era, becoming a sort of visual shorthand for sexual encounters, or arguably sometimes 
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Takarasiennes are published annually in Otome, Takarazuka’s directory of performers. 
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even nudity; not coincidentally, it is also frequently used in finales or to signify some other kind 
of transcendent or triumphant moment. The musumeyaku, significantly, does not have an outfit 
that consistently signifies the same. In fact, the sexual characteristics of her body are generally 
de-emphasized: cleavage is never shown onstage,63 no matter what time period her fashions 
comes from or the circumstances of the plot, and skirts typically fall to at least the knee. In fact, 
Stickland defines the most feminized area of the musumeyaku’s body not as the breasts, hips, or 
legs, but as the neck, shoulders, and arms, since these may be visible on musumeyaku, but are 
rarely so with otokoyaku.64  
 The second major category of physical kata, hair, is one of the very first kata students 
must adopt, and the only one they are required to carry into their offstage lives as well. 
Otokoyaku are first required to cut their hair short after they are assigned their onstage gender 
speciality at the Takarazuka Music School, and musumeyaku must likewise keep theirs long.65 
Most otokoyaku today have identical haircuts, which are slicked back and molded into a swoop 
at the front; they may sometimes sport extensions66 for a period-piece, but usually not longer 
than shoulder-length. Small sideburns are drawn on the otokoyaku with makeup, which may also 
be used to create a pointed widow’s peak hairline, in contrast to the round face of the 
musumeyaku. Additionally, since the late 1970s, an otokoyaku may wear a moustache or, more 
rarely, a beard; however, this remains uncommon for leading roles. Apart from the flappers of 
Jazz Age stories, whose bobbed hair is styled quite differently from an otokoyaku’s, musumeyaku 
do not have short hair, instead wearing long, curled extensions with wispy bangs. This makes 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Stickland, Gender Gymnastics, 117. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Robertson, Takarazuka, 13. 
66 Full wigs are uncommon for both genders, meaning that a Takarasienne’s real hair is almost always visible. 
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hair length, along with the pants/skirt binary, one of the most starkly visible gender differences at 
Takarazuka. 
 Makeup constitutes another major subset of physical kata. In a third visible dichotomy, 
men and women are differentiated by skin color: otokoyaku use reddish-orange foundation, while 
the musumeyaku’s is pink and much paler than the otokoyaku’s.67 Both genders apply thick black 
eyeliner all around the eye and copious false lashes, usually painting on an epicanthic fold, and 
both wear bright red or pink lipstick. The otokoyaku usually receives a fuller mouth and 
eyebrows than the musumeyaku, but perhaps surprisingly, the face is not the site of the most 
visible gender differentiations at the theater. Both types of performer sport garishly colored faces 
that read well from a rear seat in the roughly 2,500 seat-capacity Grand Theater, but bear little 
resemblance to an actual person up close, be they male or female – something that has impeded 
the theater’s mainstream popularity at times, and has also complicated their recent move into 
videorecording.  
 A fourth subsection of physical kata are vocals. Vocally, expressions of masculinity or 
femininity have two components: voice register and vocabulary. For voice register, the 
otokoyaku speaks and sings in a low range, sometimes unnaturally or painfully low; Robertson 
reports that some actresses “crush” their voices with cigarettes in an attempt to sound more 
manly,68 and likewise, the musumeyaku may sing and speak far higher than is normal, to create 
more contrast. Along with height, natural vocal range is one of the most non-negotiable criteria 
when separating music school students into musumeyaku and otokoyaku.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 For an example of how Takarazuka stage makeup is applied, including photos of the different cosmetics used for 
otokoyaku and musumeyaku, see “The Salon de Takarazuka,” Takarazuka Kagekidan, 
http://kageki.hankyu.co.jp/salon/make4.html. 
68 Robertson, Takarazuka, 13. 
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 In terms of vocabulary, while most languages are gendered to some extent, Japanese has 
a particularly explicit system of words – mostly personal pronouns, auxiliary verbs, and 
sentence-ending particles, as well as variations in pitch – that can mark speech as masculine or 
feminine. As Stickland points out when breaking down several example lines of dialogue from a 
musical, in most Takarazuka productions, an audience could definitively identify a speaker as 
male or female just from examining the types of speech used, without any other context.69 For 
example, consider the words for “I/me” in frequent use at Takarazuka: the gender neutral 
watashi, the humble neutral watakushi, the feminine atashi, the masculine boku and the rough 
masculine ore. Usage of these words and other speech patterns informs the audience not only of 
a character’s gender, but other social dimensions as well, and masculine and feminine expressive 
modes are easily distinguished. Women at Takarazuka, for example, tend to be polite, humble, 
elliptical, and tactful, regardless of the culture from which their character originates. Men, in turn, 
may be brusque, direct, authoritative, instructional, and intimate in their speech.  
 The fifth and final subsection of physical kata is movement, and it encompasses the way 
that otokoyaku and musumeyaku walk, stand, and sit, as well as overtly theatrical actions such as 
dancing or gesticulating during songs. Otokoyaku walk and stand with their legs spread apart, 
moving their entire bodies freely and holding their arms away from their torsos, which projects 
an air of confidence and makes them appear larger in size. The musumeyaku, in contrast, holds 
her legs together and takes small steps, keeping her arms close to her sides and moving them 
from the elbow rather than the shoulder, making her appear small and restrained in contrast to 
the otokoyaku.70  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Stickland, Gender Gymnastics, 121. 
70 Robertson, Takarazuka, 12. 
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 Certain actions also have fixed kata patterns for male and female characters. Kissing, for 
example, is staged at Takarazuka and always happens the same way. Before a kiss, the otokoyaku 
always takes her partner by the upper arms or cradles her face in her hands, and then either 
swings the musumeyaku around so that her back is to the audience, which hides the lack of 
mouth-to-mouth contact, or, if the couple is in profile view, uses the palm of her hand to cover 
the space between their mouths. (Musumeyaku do not instigate kisses or most other physical 
interactions.) Additionally, as Stickland has noted, eye contact is an important part of being an 
otokoyaku,71 and male characters look directly at other characters and audience members alike. 
Takarazuka’s stage design includes a catwalk that rings the orchestra pit, known as the “silver 
bridge” (ginkyō), and when the otokoyaku is on it, eye contact with the audience can be 
particularly intense, as she often looks straight down into the front row. Her direct gaze carries 
over into posters and photo shoots; in these images, the otokoyaku usually looks directly into the 




In terms of the patterns of behavior and personality types that Takarazuka genders as male or 
female, perhaps the most visible one is visibility itself, or onstage prominence. In any given 
production, male characters with speaking roles outnumber female characters, and this has 
impacted Takarazuka’s choice of material as well: they exclusively stage shows with a large 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 Stickland, Gender Gymnastics, 171. 
	   46	  
variety of interesting male characters, the most crucial being a clear male lead.72 There can be no 
question that Takarazuka, particularly its all-male administration, carries the sexism of Japanese 
society into its reproduced onstage world. The visibility of the otokoyaku, and thus the 
invisibility of the musumeyaku, is not limited only to the onstage gender ratio, but also extends to 
the otokoyaku male character’s proactive role within the plot and the way the story will center 
around him and his journey. For a musumeyaku to have a comparably dynamic or central 
character arc is extremely rare, and plot-wise, they are often simply tools through which the 
otokoyaku can realize his own potential.  
 To demonstrate this point, allow me to summarize a basic Takarazuka musical.73 The 
plots of most shows are remarkably similar: a dissatisfied male youth – perhaps a gentleman, 
perhaps a rogue, but always fundamentally good at heart – is drawn into a conflict, the 
circumstances of which are complicated by the woman with whom he has just fallen in love. 
Awakened to his own nobility by her devotion, he is compelled to protect her from the danger he 
has drawn her into, and usually betters himself in the process, learning to access his true potential 
through her unswerving support. It is he who will initiate the romance, once the audience has 
been explicitly informed that the feelings are mutual. While the sexual component of this 
relationship, which may be hinted at to varying degrees, is always explicitly labeled an 
expression of the couple’s great love, it is also implied that this awakening is what makes this 
relationship transformational for the musumeyaku’s character, who is an inexperienced virgin. In 
the event her affections are torn or she has previously been in love, love triangles are common, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 Musicals that are imported from Western countries, or that are adapted from pre-existing material, may even be 
re-written to give greater focus to the male lead; Elisabeth is one example of this, as is Gone With the Wind, which 
focuses on Rhett in Takarazuka’s version. 
73 Note that none of Takarazuka’s three biggest hits – The Rose of Versailles, Elisabeth, or Gone with the Wind – 
follow this pattern, which otherwise prevails overwhelmingly. 
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but seldom between two compelling alternatives. The musumeyaku character is nearly always far 
more responsive to her “correct” partner’s overtures than to those of his rival, who either disgusts 
her if he is evil or fails to stimulate her if he is good. At the climax, the otokoyaku character has a 
revelation and rises to meet his challenge, sometimes with assistance from a great sacrifice by 
the musumeyaku. The musical then either ends happily with the union of the couple, or tragically 
with one or both of their deaths.74  
 Because the musumeyaku does not possess an active sexuality herself, and instead merely 
responds to the beauty of her male partner, sexuality is exclusively a male characteristic at 
Takarazuka. In fact, we can think of the otokoyaku protagonist in most stories as having two key 
romantic partners: his musumeyaku partner, and the audience, members of whom may be either 
empathizing with the musumeyaku or substituting themselves in her place – or in the place of the 
otokoyaku, whose male characters are free to express themselves and use that expression to woo 
others. Much like the homosexual shōnen ai manga (literally, “love between young men”) that 
are so popular with straight female readers in Japan, Takarazuka uses constructed male bodies – 
in this case, the otokoyaku’s – to explore female sexuality, heterosexual and otherwise. But even 
male sexuality is contained and chivalrized. Sex and love are never separated, unless the 
character is a villain, so if the male lead is morally good – and Takarazuka’s protagonists always 
are – he will never desire sex for its own sake. “Player” characters are sometimes seen, but 
because they physically love many women and emotionally love none, their sexuality is thus an 
expression of their emptiness and immaturity, and will be corrected.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Curiously, a number of Takarazuka musicals essentially feature both of these endings, as a final scene shows the 
couple at last able to be together in the afterlife after dying for their love. See Elisabeth, The Rose of Versailles, The 
Song of Love and Revolution (Ai to kakumei no uta, 2013), Ephemeral Love (Utakata no koi, 1986), Romeo and 
Juliet (Romio to Jurietto, 2010), and many others. It should also be noted that stories that feature resolutions besides 
death or union – for example, the separation of the lead couple – are very rare. 
	   48	  
 Gender and morality are further conflated in other ways: most villains are male, and if 
women are cast as the opposition, then their character defects are seldom as severe.75 Sexuality, 
furthermore, is a dimension of villainy: the male villain is often attracted to the female lead, and 
may have cooked up a scheme to force her to wed him. The notable popularity of some of these 
sensual male villains, such as Chauvelin, an ex-lover of the female lead in The Scarlet Pimpernel, 
is very informative; since these men’s sexuality is safely wrapped in a “bad” package, audience 
members can quietly enjoy it without disrupting moral standards, a tactic Takarazuka often 
utilizes to circumvent its own rules. In Love at Dal Lake, for example, the seemingly good male 
protagonist is abruptly revealed to be a criminal, and he uses this blackmail his lover’s family 
into letting her spend a night with him, leading to an infamously explicit scene. [Figure 2.4] It is 
later revealed that he was falsely accused and has been a morally upright gentleman all along, 
but the plot twist allowed Takarazuka to stage a far more explicit sexual encounter than would 
have been allowed with a “good” man, by containing it within his supposedly villanous 
tendencies. Not surprisingly, the musical proved popular with audiences and was revived twice, 
including on a national tour. 
 Although the otokoyaku hero may cast his musumeyaku partner some smoldering glances, 
he is usually less overtly sexual than his villianous rival. His interest in his partner is discreet and 
fundamentally an extension of love, rather than its own impulse, which are qualities that lift him 
above the competition. Along those same lines, while a Takarazuka leading man may have a 
checkered past or some shady qualities, his fundamental moral character is never in doubt, and 
he will fully recover his goodness by the story’s end. The musumeyaku, however, seldom even 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 Both the musumeyaku’s moral purity and her asexuality can be traced to Kobayashi’s original goal of educating 
women and providing them with suitable feminine role models, a duty from which the otokoyaku, as an honorary 
male, is somewhat exempted. 
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gets to play the antihero. Her greatest moment of moral fortitude will come when she sacrifices 
herself for her male love interest or denies the evil rival her affections. She seldom drives the 
plot, discovers herself, or saves the day, instead playing a supporting role in every sense of the 
word. At Takarazuka, women are not allowed to be evil, proactive, selfish, sexual, argumentative, 
independent, or dynamic; all of these are masculine qualities, because they generally only appear 
in men. There are, however, some notable exceptions to this, which I discuss below. 
 
Masculine Women and Feminine Men: Contradictions of the Kata System 
As further evidence of the importance of narrative gendered characteristics at Takarazuka, 
consider the fact that Takarazuka frequently casts otokoyaku as a small number of female 
characters. Not coincidentally, most of these characters occur in the musicals I named previously 
as Takarazuka’s biggest hits. Among the group of roles that fall into this category are Scarlett 
O’Hara in Gone With the Wind; Jacqueline Carstone, a supporting character in Me and My Girl 
(Mi ando mai gāru, first staged in 1987); and, on certain occasions, Elisabeth of Elisabeth.76 
[Figures 2.5 – 2.7] When this cross-gender-casting does occur, it happens according to specific 
criteria that have little to do with appearance and instead concentrate on personality. The female 
characters that are given to otokoyaku have several features in common: they are sexual, 
charismatic, aggressive, dynamic, and, so far, Western. The director of the original 1977 
Takarazuka production of Gone With the Wind, Ueda Shinji, offered the following statement 
regarding the casting of Scarlett: “The rationale for having an otokoyaku play Scarlett O’Hara is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 There are several additional female characters played by otokoyaku in other musicals, such as Aida of A Song for 
Royalty (Ōke ni sasagu uta, 2006), but Jacqueline, Scarlett, and Elisabeth are the most visible of these roles and their 
musicals the most frequently revived. We might also count Oscar in this category, since she is a female character 
played by an otokoyaku, but given that she cross-dresses and lives as a man, casting an otokoyaku in her role is fairly 
logical, as opposed to Jacqueline, Scarlett, and Elisabeth, who all have traditionally feminine appearances. 
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to revive her original femininity while at the same time retaining the sensuality of her ‘male’ 
gender, thereby doubling her charm.”77  
 While Ueda’s remark would seem to suggest that Scarlett’s “masculinity” stems from her 
portrayal by an otokoyaku, it is telling that the pool of female characters available to otokoyaku is 
both so small and so specific, and it is logical to assume that there are only certain female 
characters that are perceived to benefit from the otokoyaku’s unique skill set. Robertson has 
suggested that giving these roles to otokoyaku is an effective way for the theater to contain the 
otokoyaku’s power as an honorary male by forcibly reminding both her and her audience of her 
“true” female sex (Ueda’s remark about reviving “her original femininity”).78 However, at the 
same time that the otokoyaku’s male sexuality and power are being contained by these female 
characters, so too are the sexuality and power of these very singular fictional women contained 
by their portrayals by “men.” These women are allowed to be challenging because their portrayal 
by otokoyaku avoids associating their more troublesome characteristics with femininity, despite 
the fact that even a rudimentary examination of their personalities and character arcs indicates 
that these women are also united conceptually. They share their selfishness, their physical 
sensuality, their independence, and their central roles in the productions in which they star – all 
of which are qualities they do not have in common with typical musumeyaku roles, but instead 
share with male characters. In other words, this certain kind of woman embodied by Scarlett, 
Jacqueline, Elisabeth, and others has both male and female characteristics, and thus she is best 
(and most safely) embodied by an actress who can call upon both genders in her performance.  
  It should be noted that while this select group of female roles are often given to 
otokoyaku, none are played by otokoyaku exclusively. Publicity, which such casting generates, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Robertson, Takarazuka, 83. 
78 Ibid., 78. 
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can be as powerful an incentive for Takarazuka’s managers as any kind of gender ideology. 
However, the fact that this cross-gender-casting occurs so rarely, and with such a specific kind of 
female character, does suggest an underlying rationale, even if it is not always applied 
consistently. Furthermore, the casting of otokoyaku in these roles underscores the assignation of 
“male” or “female” labels to characteristics other than speech, movement, or dress: Scarlett, 
Elisabeth, and Jacqueline all have traditionally feminine bodies, speak with feminine speech 
patterns, and wear feminine clothing.  
 The lack of a corresponding situation in which a musumeyaku may be called upon to play 
male characters is also informative. It not only presumes that at some level less skill is required 
for musumeyaku to perform their femininity than for otokoyaku to perform their masculinity, but 
more importantly, it reveals that all male characters at Takarazuka are already considered to be a 
blend of the feminine and the masculine, by nature of their portrayal by female actresses. For 
example, consider Prince Genji of Murasaki Shikibu’s 1021 novel The Tale of Genji, a classic of 
Japanese literature and the subject of multiple adaptations at Takarazuka. Genji, a legendary 
lover at the Heian era imperial court, is described repeatedly in the text in such terms as “so 
beautiful that one could have wished him a woman,” and his balance of the feminine and 
masculine is attributed to be the source of his perfection.79 Despite Takarazuka playwright Ogita 
Kōchi’s statement that he found it fallacious to equate the male and female characters played by 
otokoyaku and musumeyaku “at all with the raw bodies (namami) of [the actual] women,”80 the 
otokoyaku’s underlying femaleness is the reason that Takarazuka favors stories about men like 
Genji. It adapts plots from a variety of sources whose male characters are conceptually or 
visually linked to an androgynous or blended-gender quality, because the otokoyaku can realize 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji, Royall Tyler, trans. (New York: Penguin Classics, 2002), 23. 
80 Nakamura and Matsuo, “Female Masculinity,” 63. 
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these characters’ appeal as a male actor cannot.81 The otokoyaku has become a phenomenon 
because Takarazuka fans vocally agree that her brand of masculinity provides things – physical 
beauty, deep emotion and intuitive understanding of women’s needs – that real men do not. The 
feminine is thus always present within her theatrical maleness, and this is how she furnishes 
Scarlett with two genders, just as she arguably does with all of her male characters, even if those 
characters are immaculately masculine within the kata system.  
 If the otokoyaku’s dual-genderedness is thus the key to her success, then this idealization 
of the “balanced” individual affects the musumeyaku as well, in the way that she is deprived of 
opportunities to show the same fluidity and is punished for it. It is impossible to observe the 
theater for any length of time and not notice the musumeyaku’s striking lack of popularity.82 
Many critics have assumed this dearth of enthusiasm is because there is nothing novel about 
women playing women, and to a certain extent, this is true. However, another factor is the range 
of characters available to the musumeyaku, as dictated by the codes of Kobayashi and the kata 
system. Wrote Stickland: “Most women who know Takarazuka, whether they be performers or 
fans, seem to express a preference for otokoyaku over ‘real’ men… I doubt, however, whether 
many women would agree with the corollary that the exaggerated femininity of Takarazuka 
female-role players makes the latter preferable to ‘real’ women, as they are often portrayed as 
merely decorative foils for the otokoyaku.”83 In other words, the dissatisfaction with 
musumeyaku has as much to do with the degree to which they are not allowed to be characters in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 We can see this male archetype extending deeply into female-oriented Japanese culture far beyond Takarazuka, 
from the previously mentioned Genji, a monumental figure in Japanese literature, to the prevalence in anime and 
manga of sensitive male characters, whose long, flowing hair and large eyes closely resemble that of female 
characters’ and who may even be voiced by women. 
82 This is not to say that musumeyaku do not have fans, or that the only reason they receive such treatment is because 
of popular demand, but they are inarguably of secondary status at the Revue. 
83 Stickland, Gender Gymnastics, 115. 
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their own right, but merely symbols or contrasts, as it does with any particular image of 
femininity they project – two qualities which are linked in Takarazuka’s performance mode.  
 The musumeyaku is thus a victim of Takarazuka’s binary system. With the otokoyaku 
already in a state of constant transgression, the musumeyaku must provide an anchored point 
against which her partner can explore unconventional territory for both genders without 
appearing “dangerous.” If the otokoyaku is essentially a feminine model of masculinity when 
compared to normal Japanese men, then the musumeyaku must be hyper-feminine to create an 
acceptable heterogendered system in the context of the stage; whatever the otokoyaku is, she 
cannot be. She therefore sacrifices her depth and originality so that the otokoyaku may 
experiment without fear. In this sense, we can look at the musumeyaku as not only providing a 
feminine mirror for the masculinity of her partner, but perhaps more importantly, a static stability 
to contrast with the otokoyaku’s dynamic fluidity. Therefore, the musumeyaku too conveys the 
importance of dual-genderedness as the only way to be “whole” in the Takarazuka community’s 
mindset, since she lacks this quality and is criticized for it. There is a fundamental binary of 
gender at Takarazuka, but it is not between masculinity and femininity, or rather, not only. It is 
between fluidity and stability. 
 As I have demonstrated in this section, personality and narrative attributes define onstage 
gender at Takarazuka as much as the way an otokoyaku sits or a musumeyaku speaks, and they 
have the added complication of aligning gender with moral and sexual codes. Perhaps most 
significantly, through the fundamental structure of the narratives onstage at Takarazuka, they 
create a hierarchy that always places men above women, even when those men are women. And 
yet structure is not everything: the execution of this system, the “doing” of its actions onstage 
before an audience, is equally important. The director of the show and the writer of its script 
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cannot stand to the side, informing the theatergoers of how they should be viewing the work. 
This dissonance between intention and interpretation, and the way it informs the medium of live 
performance as understood through the codes described above, opens the door to a particulalry 
fluid way of looking at Takarazuka, which I refer to as a tertiary gender model. It is here that we 
can see the result of collectively reading these many layers of gendered attributes in the final 
theatrical product, and explore the surprisingly wide range of possibilities they create. 
 
Compositing Kata Onstage: Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Gender 
An analytical mode that focuses on reading messages of gender during Takarazuka’s onstage 
performances does two things. It not only takes advantage of moments when multiple layers of 
gendered performance are on display, but also captures the dramatic, live and interactive features 
of this gendered performance that are unique to the medium of theater. Focusing on 
Takarazuka’s dramatic activities, however, necessitates the coining of new terms and new ways 
of looking. With this in mind, I supplement Robertson’s “secondary gender,” which she uses to 
refer to a Takarasienne’s otokoyaku or musumeyaku status,84 with a “tertiary gender.” As Stacy 
Wolf has noted, “The very idea of a [theatrical] star acknowledges a triangulated self: the person 
who works as an actor who portrays a character. The notion of a star elides the distinction among 
these different selves who reside in one body, as the star is not only the person or the actor or the 
character, but all three.”85 Takarasiennes, too, are triangular stars, and in this case, each leg of the 
triangle has a distinct sex and/or gender, all of which impact the final product onstage: the 
primary “person” level, the secondary “actor” level, and the tertiary “character” level.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 Robertson, Takarazuka, 11. 
85 Stacy Wolf, A Problem Like Maria: Gender and Sexuality in the American Musical (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2008), 34. 
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 The primary level refers to the Takarasienne herself, as an individual outside the context 
of the theater. In terms of sex, all of Takarazuka’s actresses are biologically female. Gender, 
however, is more complex. As I mentioned, most otokoyaku do adopt masculine clothing, speech 
styles, or personas to varying degrees in public outside the context of the stage, and are 
encouraged to do so by Takarazuka, which has an interest in preserving the onstage illusion of 
masculinity. Musumeyaku are likewise pressured to project a public image concurrent with their 
onstage designation. While some Takarasiennes are undoubtedly drawn to Takarazuka because 
they desire to adopt such a masculine or hyper-feminine gender expression in their everyday 
lives and feel it is representative of their identity, it is impossible to know for precisely how 
many this is true and for how many it is merely a mandatory extension of their onstage personas. 
Photographs of Takarasiennes in their private lives, when they are not representing the theater in 
any capacity, are rarely seen during their tenure at the theater, and this is intentional; Takarazuka 
maintains an iron grip on its media. We thus have nothing to go by but public images, and in this 
sphere, both otokoyaku and musumeyaku are widely labeled by themselves, the theater, and the 
mainstream Japanese media as female individuals: women who identify as women, but who 
temporarily adopt a secondary gender expression as part of their duties as actors.86 Whether this 
is the truth is impossible to say, but it is a consistent construction,87 and no evidence other than 
hearsay has been allowed to survive to the contrary.88 
 The secondary level refers to the gender of the roles that Takarasiennes play onstage, 
either male (otokoyaku) or female (musumeyaku). Since the 1930s, Takarazuka has never failed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Even subversive readings of Takarazuka by Japanese individuals tend to adopt this view, including Nakamura and 
Matsuo’s article. 
87 In other words, there may very well be Takarasiennes who do not identify as women, but they have never been 
allowed to reveal this while employed there. 
88 It is also up for debate if this cisgendered image is widely accepted within the Takarazuka fan community, but 
once again, the theater’s airtight control over published remarks makes it difficult to know anything for certain.  
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to assign either otokoyaku or musumeyaku status to a performer, and there exists no individual 
who has played roles in both categories frequently enough to be considered both designations, 
making these the only two possibilities. Secondary gender governs a Takarasienne’s gender 
expression while performing at the theater and at related events, such as press conferences and 
fan meetings. It can also impact other aspects of her career, such as salary (top otokoyaku 
generally earn more than top musumeyaku), or even inter-performer relationships, as there are 
many examples of top otokoyaku/musumeyaku couples adopting a heterosexual rapport 
backstage and in interviews, or of a musumeyaku interacting with an otokoyaku as she might with 
a man in terms of speech and behavior.89 On this level, then, a Takarasienne assumes a 
secondary male or female gender within the theater atop her supposed primary female one.  
 The tertiary level is that of character, and like the primary level, it has two components, 
sex and gender, since it describes a fictional individual who is distinct from the performer 
playing the role. It is here, however, that difference between these levels has the most intriguing 
consequences. To my knowledge, Takarazuka has never staged a production with an intersex 
character, so tertiary sex is fairly straightforward. Tertiary gender, however, as expressed by the 
kata system, becomes quite complex. At Takarazuka, there are kata-aligned masculine men and 
feminine women, whose onstage tertiary gender lines up with the secondary gender of the 
Takarasienne playing the role; there are also, however, the aforementioned “dual-gendered” 
female characters who are played by otokoyaku. These characters’ tertiary sex contradicts the 
secondary gender of their performer, creating dissonance for the audience, and their tertiary 
gender is then split across the masculine and feminine, creating friction at both the secondary and 
tertiary levels. Less common are male Takarazuka characters with this dual-gendered quality, but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 See Stickland, Gender Gymnastics, 131 – 132. 
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they do exist,90 and like their female counterparts, their complexities can only be expressed by 
this tertiary model. 
 To show how these multiple layers of gender can tremendously complicate an audience’s 
perception of a Takarazuka performance, let us apply it to a specific character, Scarlett O’Hara 
of Gone with the Wind. While Scarlett is not played exclusively by otokoyaku, let us suppose that 
in this particular performance, she is being played by an otokoyaku named “X.” X is a 
biologically female woman, who is considered a man in the context of the stage, who is 
portraying a character written as a biologically female woman, and that character in turn is 
considered to be equal parts male and female in terms of her gender. These levels thus interact to 
form the complete performance: the knowledge of the male gender that X possesses as an 
otokoyaku, whether one considers it inherent, learned, or both, informs the masculine aspects of 
Scarlett’s dual-genderedness, while X’s biologically female body is conflated with Scarlett’s 
biologically female body, and her fundamentally female offstage gender is expected to enhance 
Scarlett’s own femininity.  
 The true complexity of this system, however, becomes evident only when another 
performer is introduced into the mix. Let us say that Scarlett is in a romantic scene with her love 
interest, Rhett Butler. Rhett is invariably played by an otokoyaku, whom we will this time call 
“Y.” Y is a biologically female woman, who is female offstage but gendered male in the context 
of the theater, and who is playing a character who is biologically male and who looks and 
behaves in an unambiguously masculine way. The romantic interaction between Scarlett and 
Rhett thus also has multiple orientations. On the primary individual level, between X and Y, it is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
90 As I have already suggested, a deeper reading of the theater might hold that all otokoyaku male characters are 
dual-gendered, since they are played by women and celebrated for this, but for the purposes of this analysis I use 
Takarazuka’s own onstage metric of masculinity, which leaves the number of male characters who actively scramble 
the kata system’s signals rather small. 
	   58	  
homosexual, since both are biologically female and presumably identify as women. On the 
secondary performer level, it is also homosexual, but this time in the male sense, since both X 
and Y are otokoyaku and are considered men within the world of Takarazuka.91 On the tertiary 
character level, it is both heterosexual/heterogender and homosexual/homogender, a designation 
that is informed not only by the gender and sex characteristics of Rhett and Scarlett as written in 
the script and expressed by kata, but by the previous two levels as well.  
 It should be noted that these dynamics are not static, nor does each level always have the 
same weight. In the context of the performance, the audience may forget X and Y’s real sex and 
gender, or ignore that X is normally male onstage; or, alternatively, these identifications may 
deepen the interactions between the characters they play. They may see two women, two men, a 
man and a woman, a man and an androgyne, a woman and an androgyne (which one is which?), 
two androgynes, or any number of other combinations; and then, the next scene or the next 
performance, see something else. These currents can shift from moment to moment, and it is this 
fundamental fluidity that I believe characterizes Takarazuka, rather than the more static 
heterosexual/heterogender or homosexual/homogender interpretations offered by the theater or 
various other researchers. We shall keep this fluidity in mind as we proceed to my case study, 
Elisabeth. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Takarazuka audiences – who are encouraged by both the theater and fellow fans to have near-encyclopedic 
knowledge of their favorite Takarasiennes – will always be aware when a performer has been cast against her usual 
onstage gender. 
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Figures 
 
Figure 2.1: A prototypical Takarazuka man (otokoyaku Sena Jun, R), and his love interest, 
a prototypical Takarazuka woman (musumeyaku Ayano Kanami, L). From the 2008 
musical A Magician’s Misfortunes (Majishan no yūtsu). 
From Le Cinq Vol. 93: MAHOROBA: Haruka Kanata YAMATO & Majishan no Yūtsu, 
September 2007, 32.  
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Figure 2.2: Musumeyaku Dan Rei in an 
elaborate gown from the 2001 musical 
Love Sonata (Ai no sonata). 
From “Dress Collection Takarazuka: Ai 
no Sonata.” Takarazuka Graph, August 
2001, 32.  
	  
Figure 2.3: The billowing white shirt, 
here seen on otokoyaku Ranju Tomu 
(R) in a love scene with her partner, 
musumeyaku Ranno Hana (L), in the 
2013 musical The Song of Love and 
Revolution (Ai to kakumei no uta). 
From Le Cinq Vol. 150: Ai to kakumei no 
uta & Mr. Swing!, September 2013, 20.  
	  
	  
Figure 2.4: The love scene from 
Love at Dal Lake, performed in 
1997 by musumeyaku Hoshina Yuri 
(L) and otokoyaku Asaji Saki (R). 
From “Minna suki!! Rabu shin” in 
Takarazuka dorīmingu 2: Mata 
mukaeta ne (Tokyo: Kyodo News 
Publishing, 2001), 285. 
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Figures 2.5, 2.6 and 2.7: 
Takarazuka’s “masculine women” 
 
2.5 (top left): otokoyaku Kōju 
Tatsuki as Scarlett O’Hara (R) in a 
1998 performance of Gone With the 
Wind, next to musumeyaku Dan Rei 
(L) as Melanie Wilkes.  
From Takarazuka Graph, August 
1998, 57. 
 
2.6 (top right): otokoyaku Sō 
Kazuho (L) as Jacqueline Carstone 
in a 2009 performance of Me and 
My Girl, beside otokoyaku Matobu 
Sei (R) as Bill Snibson.  
From Takarazuka Graph, July 2009, 
50.  
 
2.7 (bottom left): otokoyaku Sena 
Jun as Elisabeth in a 2005 
performance of Elisabeth. 
Collectible photo print.  
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Chapter 3 
Reading Takarazuka’s Performances: A Case Study of Elisabeth  
 
I now examine a specific production at Takarazuka, the 2009 Moon Troupe performance of 
Elisabeth,92 to drive home my argument for the gendered complexity and cultural importance of 
Takarazuka’s performances. The first purpose of this case study is to demonstrate that many 
productions at Takarazuka contain far more complicated portrayals of gender and sexuality than 
are visible to a viewer who is not familiar with Takarazuka’s cultural context and performance 
mode. In order to unpack these portrayals’ complete meaning, we must first understand the kata 
system that governs Takarazuka’s performances. Through kata, we can see the ways in which 
productions comply with or transgress Takarazuka’s standardized theatrical gendered boundaries, 
as both possibilities contain meaning.  
 The second is to examine how this particular wildly popular musical, and other 
Takarazuka hits like it, engage with those gendered themes not just technically in the 
performance mode, but thematically within the plot. I argue that it is precisely this overt 
treatment of gender-related issues – including the realities of marriage and domesticity for 
women, the difficulty of achieving understanding with men in a patriarchal society, and the 
liberating possibilities of androgyny – that has made these musicals so successful at Takarazuka. 
This thematic exploration of gender and sexuality is facilitated and complicated by its delivery 
through the kata performance mode, and both halves of this analysis thus combine to form the 
complete understanding of the work within Takarazuka’s subculture. 
 To accomplish this two-pronged analysis, I interpret this performance, which stars 
otokoyaku Sena Jun as Death and otokoyaku Nagina Rūmi (current) as Elisabeth, in two ways as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 I have selected the 2009 staging both because it is the most recent production of Elisabeth and because it is one of 
two instances to feature an otokoyaku in the title role; however, most of observations I make can be applied equally 
well to past performances, due to Takarazuka’s overwhelming consistency with staging. 
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well. The first is to chart the musical’s male and female leads, Death and Elisabeth, along the 
kata system outlined in Chapter 2, in order to understand how their gender identities are 
constructed and defined at Takarazuka and to contextualize them alongside to the theater’s other 
masculine and feminine archetypes. The second is to examine the musical itself, along with how 
these kata elements come together on the stage in front of an audience, by looking Elisabeth’s 
central narrative theme in depth, that of the unusual love story between Death and Elisabeth.  
 
An Overview of Takarazuka’s Elisabeth 
Elisabeth first appeared on the stage in Vienna in 1992, as an Austrian German-language musical 
by the team of Michael Kunze and Sylvester Levay; Elisabeth is their most successful work, 
having been seen by an estimated 8.5 million people worldwide.93 It premiered at Takarazuka in 
February 1996, as the first international performance of the work, and has since become one of 
the Revue’s signature shows, re-staged six times at the Grand Theater since its debut and twice 
more as a concert version; the tenth production is currently scheduled for August 2014.94 The 
first Takarazuka revival was mounted less than a year after its premiere, a testament to the 
musical’s enormous success, and its director, Koike Shūichirō, has arguably become the most 
influential member of Takarazuka’s creative team since Shinji Ueda. As the program for the 
original 1996 Takarazuka production first set the stage for its audience: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 “Elisabeth: Story of Success” Vereinigte Bühnen Wien Ges.m.b.H. and Ein Unternehmen der Wien Holding 
Impressum, accessed March 6, 2014, 
http://www.musicalvienna.at/index.php/en/spielplan_en/production/103139/history. 
94 In most theatrical markets, such as Broadway, a musical or play will continue running as long as audiences are 
buying tickets, making longevity the key metric of success. However, Takarazuka performs all of its musicals for 
roughly twelve weeks, and does not extend a run beyond this length, no matter the demand; instead, a work proves 
its popularity by being revived in a subsequent year. By this metric, Elisabeth, although it has sold far fewer tickets 
in total than The Rose of Versailles, actually has an almost equal revival rate, with roughly one staging every 1.8 
years compared to Versailles’ one staging every 1.4 years.  
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At the end of the nineteenth century, the Empress of Austria and Hungary, Elisabeth, who 
was said to be the most beautiful woman in the world, was assassinated by an Italian 
anarchist, Luigi Lucheni. Lucheni subsequently committed suicide in his prison cell...95 
 
 Takarazuka’s Elisabeth96 opens in the underworld, where the long-dead Lucheni is on 
trial in purgatory for the Empress’s murder. Called upon to explain his actions, Luigi declares 
that he killed Elisabeth at her own request so that she could be reunited with her lover, Death. 
Death summons Elisabeth’s spirit forth to testify, and her life story is subsequently set in motion 
in flashback. At the start of her story, Elisabeth is a fourteen-year-old princess of Bavaria; 
athletic and mischievous, she prefers her father’s company to her mother’s, and takes advantage 
of a family gathering to demonstrate her tightrope-walking skills. However, she falls from the 
rope and suffers a fatal injury. Upon seeing her in the underworld, Death instantly falls in love 
with her. He decides that he would rather earn her love than take her life now, and returns her to 
the living world. Upon waking, Elisabeth begs him to stay with her, but he leaves. 
 Some time after, Elisabeth’s family sets off to meet the young emperor of Austria, Franz 
Josef, in hopes that he will agree to marry Elisabeth’s sister Helene. However, at the meeting, 
Franz shocks everyone by asking Elisabeth to marry him instead. Both families are furious, and 
Franz warns Elisabeth that the life of an empress is hard; however, she is smitten with the 
handsome young emperor and accepts. A jealous Death crashes the wedding and tries to 
convince Elisabeth to give up her new life and leave with him, but she is frightened and refuses.  
 The early years of Elisabeth and Franz’s marriage are deeply unhappy. Elisabeth is 
constantly bullied by her Franz’s domineering mother, Sophie, who feels that her free-spirited 
daughter-in-law is not suitable material for an empress, and although Franz loves his wife, he is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Erizabēto: Ai to shi no rondo [Takarazuka Grand Theater Edition] (Osaka: Hankyu Toho Group, 1996), 87. 
96 It should be noted that Takarazuka’s version of Elisabeth makes many changes to the plot of the original German-
language production, and it is very loosely translated. This paper, including the plot summary, thus deals only with 
Takarazuka’s productions.  
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unwilling to defend her against his mother, which crushes Elisabeth. Feeling trapped by the 
stifling etiquette of court life, she contemplates suicide on several occasions, but ultimately vows 
to always remain true to her independent spirit, which deeply frustrates Death. Despite 
Elisabeth’s determination, she is unable to wrest control from Sophie, and when Sophie takes 
away Elisabeth’s children to raise them herself, she finally threatens to leave Franz unless he 
helps her. She falls into despair after issuing her ultimatum, and is again visited by Death; but 
although she comes close to accepting his offer, she once again rejects him. Franz subsequently 
agrees to Elisabeth’s demands and the couple reconcile. 
 At the start of Act II, the happy Franz and Elisabeth are being crowned king and queen of 
Hungary. Death again propositions Elisabeth at the coronation ceremony, but she roundly rejects 
him, feeling that she is finally in control of her life. Sophie is meanwhile distraught over 
Elisabeth’s new power, and arranges for a prostitute to be delivered to Franz in hopes of 
breaking up the marriage. Franz succumbs to temptation, and Death disguises himself as 
Elisabeth’s doctor to deliver evidence of her husband’s infidelity. Although shaken by Franz’s 
betrayal, Elisabeth once again refuses Death’s overtures, feeling that she has been released from 
her restrictive duties as empress by her husband’s unfaithfulness.  
 After the affair, Elisabeth embarks on a long period of wandering through Europe, 
leaving her son Rudolf, the crown prince, alone in Vienna with his father. As Rudolf grows to 
adulthood, he clashes with Franz frequently, feeling powerless when his father does not listen to 
his warnings of the empire’s imminent collapse. Death appears to Rudolf and fuels his fears, 
encouraging him to rebel, and Rudolf leads an uprising in Hungary, which is quickly quashed by 
imperial troops. Furious, Franz strikes his son from the line of succession, and Rudolf begs his 
mother to speak to the emperor on his behalf. But Elisabeth is reluctant to engage with her 
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husband for any reason, and so refuses to help her son. In a state of despair, Rudolf asks Death to 
take his life.  
 Rudolf’s suicide shatters Elisabeth, and when Death appears to her at her son’s funeral, 
she begs him to kill her. However, Death realizes that she is asking out of desperation rather than 
out of desire, and that it is not enough for him to win her life; he wants her to love him. Furious, 
he denies her request and flees. Alone, he realizes that even though their affair has been torturous 
for them both, they will never be able to escape each other, and so he vows to keep waiting. 
Bitter and transient, Elisabeth drifts into old age.  
 Some years later, the elderly Franz at last confronts his rival in a dream, and he and 
Death argue over whom it is that Elisabeth truly loves. Franz accuses Death of being a coward, 
prompting him to send Luigi to bring Elisabeth to him at last. Luigi stabs the empress as she 
boards a ship. Restored to her youthful beauty, she is finally reunited with Death in the 
underworld, and the two ascend to heaven together. 
 
Pretty Dolls and Black Angels: Examining Elisabeth Within the Kata System 
In order to understand Elisabeth and Death’s well-documented significance to the Takarazuka’s 
community, we must first understand what kind of Takarazuka man and woman they constitute. 
Both challenge Takarazuka stereotypes: Elisabeth declares that she could never become “a pretty 
doll,”97 rejecting a femininity that is decorative, obedient and objectified (all complaints made 
about Takarazuka musumeyaku), while Death makes his first entrance clad in black feathers, 
identifying himself as both angel (tenshi) and demon (akuma), emphasizing his fluid, 
contradictory status as a supernatural being (a fluidity that extends to his gender presentation). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 「いやよ、おとなしいお妃なんてなれない。可愛い人形なんて」“No, I could never become an obedient 
little princess; how could I be just a pretty doll?” 
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But only with a breakdown of their characters via the kata system is the depth of their mutual 
androgyny is made clear, and without knowledge of this system, as I presented in the previous 
chapter, a great deal of the musical’s subtext is invisible. I here triangulate Elisabeth and Death 
according to Takarazuka’s various standards of masculinity and femininity, to identify the ways 
in which they, as Takarazuka icons, conform, transgress, and comment on the theater’s kata 
system. 
 
I. Death as a Takarazuka Man 
To begin by placing Death in the physical kata matrix of masculinity, he looks highly unusual: 
while his appearance would not turn heads on the pages of a comic book or in a contemporary 
fantasy film, he exists in sharp contrast to his extended otokoyaku family of well-manicured 
gentlemen. His aesthetic is more rock star than dandy, with his long pale hair, open necklines, 
prominent jewelry, tight trousers, and long coats. [Figure 3.1] Perhaps most significantly, he is 
constantly being reinvented, a concept that is sacrilege at Takarazuka, where costumes, like 
everything else, gain their power through repetition. While Oscar is still marching about in the 
same military jacket she wore in 1974, Death gets a completely new wardrobe with every 
otokoyaku who plays him, and he frequently reflects current Japanese fashion. Over the years he 
has sported teased hair and baggy untucked shirts, animal prints, stretch trousers, and gothic 
jewelry, each traceable to a distinct contemporary fashion trend. Even his period suits bear little 
resemblance to traditional otokoyaku wear, in their tight tailoring, unusual fabrics, and dramatic 
colors. Visually, he has one foot planted in the Europe of Elisabeth and one in whatever era his 
production belongs to, making him a constantly changing hybrid in a theater that is otherwise 
fossilized in tradition. 
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 This approach to the character is significant because it effectively scrambles 
Takarazuka’s long-standing system of gender differentiation. Because Takarazuka presents such 
a narrow range of material, and thus a narrow range of genders, I would argue that masculinity 
and femininity on its stage come to be associated with individual kata markers, rather than with 
the broader concepts from which those markers are derived. To put it another way, if a 
Takarazuka man usually wears swallowtail coats, then it is specifically a swallowtail coat that 
confers masculinity upon them, rather than the general concept of a jacket. This has the effect of 
making Death’s masculinity ambiguous, since because his contemporary-flavored dress is 
different from that of his period male counterparts, he cannot employ many of Takarazuka’s 
male costume kata. The way he shatters the typical otokoyaku look also shatters his gender. 
 His constantly changing designs from year to year also underline his fluid identity as a 
character. He is able to shape-shift, something that is emphasized by his staggering number of 
costume changes,98 and he is recognized, at different points in the musical, as “the Lord of Hades” 
(yōmi no tei), a party guest, a doctor, a Hungarian nationalist, an archbishop, and a faceless 
source of rumors and unrest. These are occasionally expressed by specific costume changes, but 
often not; rather, the character himself is demonstrated to be subjective, and this fluidity is 
central to his identity and expressed in his aesthetic. Since everyone must die, he is all things to 
all people. As I have explored previously, the perceived gender of Takarasiennes may change 
throughout a performance. However, unlike the otokoyaku, who possesses this ability at a 
theoretical level, Death is a fictional character with the same fluidity as his gender-bending 
performer, an individual whose malleable appearance is a source of power woven into the 
narrative framework of his story. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Thirteen in the 2009 production; in comparison, an average leading otokoyaku role has about five. 
	   69	  
 Death’s fluid identity is also crucial to the musical’s central subplot at Takarazuka, which 
is the identification of death as a sexual act.99 No character dies in the musical without kissing 
Death on the mouth, and Elisabeth’s suicidal mindset is expressed via her swooning response to 
his presence. [Figure 3.2] He seduces not just Elisabeth, however, but all the characters with 
whom he interacts, a group that represents a wide range of ages and genders: he is the perfect 
lover to all, and this is facilitated visually by his mix of physical feminine and masculine kata, as 
I will explore later.  
 This sexuality marks the character of Death to a degree that is extremely unusual for 
leading otokoyaku characters at Takarazuka. Part of it is bundled in his amoral nature, which 
affords him some license to act with sensuality, as I discussed in Chapter 2. But even for a “bad 
guy,” Death is aggressive and multi-directional, exercising some erotic pull over every character 
he interacts with, including a significant subplot involving Elisabeth’s son Rudolf, which 
culminates in a dramatic mouth-to-mouth kiss between the two otokoyaku. While he professes to 
be deeply in love with Elisabeth, he has no similar connection to other characters, and seduces 
them devoid of the moralizing influence of romance, a scenario that is “wrong” in Takarazuka’s 
narrative vocabulary. Most unusually, this sexuality would in fact seem to be part of what draws 
Elisabeth herself to him. Their tension is remarkably overt for Takarazuka: numerous scenes 
feature her made physically powerless by the sound of his voice, melting to the floor or slumping 
across furniture. In another scene where he disguises himself as Elisabeth’s doctor, he begins to 
undress her as she lies on a couch. All of which is to say that his sexuality is fundamentally an 
expression of who he is, not a flaw to be corrected, as it might be with a rakish male character 
who will eventually see the error of his ways and reform. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 Recall the French phrase “le petit mort” – “a little death,” a euphemism for orgasm. 
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 Along those same lines, we must note the extent to which Death’s own body is eroticized 
when compared to his otokoyaku counterparts. There is something truly extravagant about the 
character’s ensembles when we consider the ways in which clothed bodies must stand in for 
bodies in other states at Takarazuka. The sumptuous, tactile detail of most of his outfits appeals 
to both sight and touch, including his long coats, made of materials such as velvet and leather, 
and his extremely tight pants and tall boots. There are no bulky, body-hiding suits or loose 
trousers here; the waist is tucked in and emphasized with cummerbunds, the hips and legs 
highlighted with close-fitting, metallic fabrics. He receives multiple variations on the billowy 
“love scene” shirt mentioned in the previous chapter, another expression of his sexuality. [Figure 
3.3] Furthermore, his collars are astonishingly open, so much so that sometimes the otokoyaku’s 
binding undergarments are visible, and the character’s neck jewelry calls attention to this area, 
which is historically the domain of the musumeyaku – meaning that he frequently shows more 
“feminine” skin than Elisabeth does.  
 Death also sends mixed gender signals with his hair and makeup kata. He has extremely 
long, textured pale hair, and while length is not exclusively feminine at Takarazuka, there are 
very few male characters (or female characters, for that matter) with hair as long as Death’s, 
whose wig reaches almost to the otokoyaku’s bottom. He is also made up to be bone-white, 
another feminizing trait, as he is even paler than his musumeyaku counterpart, turning the 
traditional otokoyaku/musumeyaku complexion binary upside down. Although his smoky eye 
makeup is softer and less garish than a normal otokoyaku look, just as with his unusual clothing, 
it undermines his masculinity on Takarazuka’s stage, because it does not reference traditional 
male kata. These things also make him look inhuman, which is their purpose, but like his 
exposed chest, they do so in a way that evokes feminine attributes within Takarazuka’s system of 
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gender markers. Given that masculinity is so rigid and so exaggerated on the Takarazuka stage in 
order to offset the female bodies of the performers, for Death’s design to flirt with androgyny in 
this way is almost revolutionary. 
 The script and music of Elisabeth counterbalances these attributes in vocal performance. 
Death has one of the lowest vocal ranges of any male character at Takarazuka, and also one of its 
more forceful male speech styles. His dialogue is masculine and powerful, using the rough male 
pronoun ore, a very direct method of expression, and the auxiliary giving verb yaru, which 
positions him above any character to whom he speaks; characters who are this rude are usually 
supporting characters or villains, not leading men. This sentiment is appropriate for a 
supernatural being, but it also presents a stark contrast to the more visually masculine Franz 
Josef, a soldier and an emperor whose speech is nonetheless far softer and more respectful. 
 But perhaps most arresting of all is Death’s moral dimension, which I touched on earlier. 
He is unequivocally the protagonist of the musical as staged by Takarazuka, and Kurosaki 
Isamu’s translation works overtime to play up his yearning, romantic side. But although he “does 
it all for love,” by body count alone, he behaves worse than the most despicable villains in 
Takarazuka’s stable, and he certainly goes well beyond the acceptable limit of mischief for an 
anti-hero. Even Takarazuka’s most roguish male protagonists do not manipulate their love 
interests’ children into killing themselves. Death is, to date, the only amoral leading character 
ever to be offered at Takarazuka, and that one of its most popular male characters is not only 
devious and overtly sexual, but also among its most ambiguous gender-wise, is a telling clue to 
the theater’s undercurrents. What audiences seem to consider Takarazuka’s most satisfying 
stories, as determined by their popularity, often feature protagonists who do not fit neatly into 
any of the theater’s moral or gender boxes, and what makes the romance between Elisabeth and 
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Death unique is the friction that results from its equality. From their very first encounter, 
Elisabeth and Death are not only love interests but rivals, each fighting for control and each 
equally capable of wounding the other. This narrative power elevates Elisabeth, but compromises 
Death’s masculinity according to traditional standards, since in Takarazuka’s zero-sum world of 
gender, her equal status with him means that he has “given” her his male power and received in 
turn her feminine weakness, rendering them both dual-gendered on Takarazuka’s stage. His 
androgyny is also achieved in the way he must share the narrative spotlight with Elisabeth, since 
although he is the lead, she receives far more stage time than he does, taking us back to onstage 
prominence as a gendered kata quality.  
 These narrative feminine characteristics of Death are reinforced for the audience by the 
aspects of his appearance that also correspond to feminine traits, which is why it is important to 
evaluate him, and all characters, from both angles. The visual and the narrative kata combine to 
make the character, who in this case takes the otokoyaku’s fundamental mission one step further 
and violates not only the gender boundaries of the real world, but the interior ones of Takarazuka. 
As I have discussed, transcending the male/female binary to find romantic harmony is a theme 
that resonates deeply at the Revue, an institution where even the most conventional love stories 
succeed on the premise that a man played by a woman understands his female partner in ways a 
real man cannot. Death is, in a sense, a quintessential example of a traditional Takarazuka hero, 
as much as he is an aberration: an extreme and perhaps natural evolution of the otokoyaku’s 
longstanding appeal. 
 
II. Elisabeth as a Takarazuka Woman 
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While the character of Elisabeth is, like Scarlett, often considered to be a “dual-gendered” female 
character due to her portrayal by otokoyaku, this designation belies the fact that Elizabeth – again 
like Scarlett – has also been portrayed by musumeyaku, and in the case of Elisabeth, originated 
with a musumeyaku and has actually been played by one more often than not. As I have stressed 
previously, while casting an otokoyaku in a female part is an instant bestower of masculinity, it is 
not the only factor. Nakamura and Matsuo recognized this in their article about Takarazuka and 
suturing, as they cite Elisabeth as the only female character through whom they believe audience 
may experience gendered freedom, characterizing her as a woman “who struggles against the 
limitations set by her female gender”100 – and they made this observation in 2002, when 
Elisabeth had not yet been played by an otokoyaku. The secondary gender of the Takarasienne 
playing the part is but one level in a multilayered system of attributes, and when Elisabeth is 
examined across all of these strata, it is revealed that her dual-gendered quality derives from all 
of them. 
 What qualities, then, are assigned to Elisabeth via the kata system that grant her such 
special status? As with her masculine female counterparts, her androgyny does not occur visually 
or orally: she speaks with very feminine speech patterns (using the personal pronoun watashi, a 
polite speech style, and the feminine sentence-ending particles wa and no), and the historical 
Elisabeth was renowned for her beauty and famously elaborate fashion, a feature which carries 
over to the Takarazuka version of the musical, in which she adheres to a typical musumeyaku 
aesthetic of enormous, embellished gowns and a pale pink complexion. There is, however, a 
notable exception to this, and it occurs during her first scenes in the musical, where we are 
introduced to her as a young “tomboy” (otenba) wearing riding boots and bloomers under her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
100 Nakamura and Matsuo, “Female Masculinity,” 74 note 5. 
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dress. [Figure 3.4] Presumably meant to emphasize her athleticism, it is the only instance I have 
found of a female character wearing pants in a period piece at Takarazuka. It thus constitutes an 
extremely significant transgression of gender kata by a female character. More significantly, it is 
when she is wearing this outfit that Death first sees her and falls in love with her. He is thus 
captivated specifically by the tomboy Elisabeth, not by her more glamorous and feminine older 
self [Figure 3.5], an attraction that speaks volumes about the way he repeatedly professes to 
understand her and casts himself as the sole source of the freedom she craves.  
 Elisabeth’s sporting tendency is closely linked to her explicit identification with her 
father; saying to him that “I want to live just like you, Papa,”101 she expresses her love for his 
masculine hobbies, including hunting and riding, activities that are forbidden to her once she 
becomes empress. In this sense, she explicitly declares herself masculine in the script, since she 
wishes to be like a man. This desire is about much more than a life of sport, however. As 
becomes clear over the course of the musical, what she really craves is the freedom that being 
male provides: freedom from a life of bearing children and being subservient to her mother-in-
law, freedom to pursue her own sexual interests, and freedom to define her own life. Elisabeth is 
unique in the Takarazuka catalogue for the vigorousness with which she protests her lack of this 
autonomy, and her constant journey to find some equivalent.  
 For that matter, passivity, a deeply feminine trait at Takarazuka, is utterly absent in 
Elisabeth. Rather than succumb to despair early in her marriage, she lays down her knife and 
vows to maintain her independent spirit; when her mother-in-law pushes her to the breaking 
point, she forces her husband Franz to take her side or else live without her; and when she 
discovers he has been unfaithful to her, nothing, not even her young son, can persuade her to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 「気まぐれに、望むままパパみたいに生きたい。」“Following any whim, doing anything you wish – I 
want to live just like you, Papa.”  
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remain by his side in Vienna. Unlike most musumeyaku parts, Elisabeth vehemently shapes her 
own life story as best she can, and while she is repeatedly battered by forces beyond her control 
– one of which is Death’s persistent attempts to change her mind – she never ceases to search for 
a better situation. She places little value on her responsibilities to her husband, her empire, or her 
children, rejecting wholesale the roles of wife and mother, and thus the most important signifiers 
of her femininity. In virtually every choice she makes throughout the script, she demonstrates the 
initiative, willpower, confidence and selfishness that are generally the exclusive domain of the 
otokoyaku. While she may not look terribly different from The Rose of Versailles’ Marie 
Antoinette when she is at the peak of her beauty, with her glittering jewels and enormous gowns, 
the determination with which she conducts her life on her terms place her in an entirely different 
category. For that matter, the way the audience is expected to value her growth and perspective 
at all constitutes a masculine kata trait, since Elisabeth is virtually the only Takarazuka musical 
to have a female lead (despite the fact that the otokoyaku playing Death receives top billing). 
 Neither does her romance with either Franz or Death place her in a typical feminine role. 
It is Franz who ends up locked out of her (presumably private) bedroom with an ultimatum to 
choose between her and his mother, and it is Franz who must beg Elisabeth to come home and 
give him a second chance when she leaves to travel through Europe. Likewise, she also exercises 
a great deal of power over Death; while their relationship is more evenly balanced due to his 
supernatural status, she is still the one who rejects him and then demands that he leave at the end 
of every failed encounter – and off he must go, to lick his wounds, until the next time. She thus 
holds at least half, if not all of, the power in her heterosexual relationships, which is another 
masculine attribute at Takarazuka, where men are the decision-makers within couples. 
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 Elisabeth’s dual-gendered status thus derives from a vocal and explicit disagreement with 
the limitations of her femaleness, and the visible steps she takes within the musical to escape 
those limitations. While this unites her with Scarlett and Jacqueline Carstone of Me and My Girl, 
two other strong-willed women trying to make their way in uncertain patriarchal worlds, 
Elisabeth is not punished for these characteristics as they are; instead, she is uniformly celebrated 
for them. While Jacqueline is a selfish, scheming social climber despised by all and Scarlett is a 
wild woman who must be tamed by Rhett, the only character arc Elisabeth undergoes is that of a 
woman who retreats even further into her self-serving, independent tendencies as the story goes 
on, and this is the thrust of her oft-repeated signature number, “Only Me” (Watashi dake ni): “I 
am no one’s possession... No one will chain me down, no matter who they are; I will live 
free.”102 It is true that she has a conventionally happy Takarazuka ending with Death after finally 
accepting his love, getting down on her knees before him and humbly hugging his waist, but this 
change comes so suddenly that it hardly feels like a true character shift. [Figure 3.6]  
 The casting of otokoyaku in the role has underscored these tendencies, and assigned a few 
additional masculine characteristics to her, such as height. In the scheme of things, however, 
most of Elisabeth’s dual-gendered spirit lies in the content of the script; I cannot stress enough 
the tremendous impact of having a female character on Takarazuka’s stage so violently reject her 
domestic responsibilities and place her own needs first. But Elisabeth also reveals the 
complications of translating stories about strong women into Takarazuka’s sphere. On the one 
hand, it can hardly be doubted that her appeal is universal, and that Japanese audiences admire 
and relate to her for many of the same reasons as European ones. On the other, I doubt that 
anyone in European audiences considers Elisabeth masculine, or even androgynous; self-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
102 「誰のものでもない、この私は。. . .誰にも束縛されずに自由に生きるの。」 
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assertion is not incompatible with femininity in their worldview. Her insertion into Takarazuka’s 
world thus redefines and complicates her as she is recontextualized within its boundaries, for 
both better and worse. 
 
Finding Freedom in the Arms of Androgyny: Elisabeth as Takarazuka Meta-Text 
In the following section, I outline in greater detail some of the key thematic features of Elisabeth 
and their implications when enacted on the Takarazuka stage, by looking at the way the story and 
its characters deal with themes of gender, and how those themes dovetail with the concerns and 
realities of its performers and audience. In this way, I probe the musical’s meta-textual potential, 
demonstrating that, like The Rose of Versailles before it, this is responsible for its tremendous 
success. The most potent site of all of these meanings is the musical’s narrative core, the love 
story between Elisabeth and Death. 
 Elisabeth and Death’s relationship begins in her childhood, which is also the moment 
when we first meet Elisabeth. She is presented to the audience as an energetic, almost impish 
shōjo in braids and pastels, aged roughly fourteen in the script but presenting as younger, 
ignoring her mother’s instructions and instead chasing after her father. As stated earlier, the 
bloomers visible underneath her short dress immediately mark her as a mix of the masculine and 
feminine, and this is reiterated by her explicit identification with her father – she even grabs his 
gun from him, the classic phallic symbol. Her father deflects this by telling her that she is too 
young to join him on his hunting trip, which contains Elisabeth’s “tomboy” tendencies safely 
within the amorphous gender boundaries of her youth: since she is still an undeveloped shōjo, 
and so is not yet female, it is not so disruptive if she does not feel feminine. This safeguard, 
however, is undermined in the following scene, wherein Elisabeth falls from a branch and lands 
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in Hades. Death’s instant infatuation at this moment is significant because it validates her dual-
gendered state in two ways: first, by making this tomboy figure intensely desirable to the 
otokoyaku lead, and thus presenting her as a model subject of male heterosexual desire; and 
secondly by suggesting, by means of the instantaneous connection she and Death supposedly 
have, that this is her truest self, rather than a transitory and undeveloped state. [Figure 3.7] 
 This encounter is also our first glimpse at the interior life of Death. In a monologue 
musical number, he waxes poetic on his sudden wave of feelings. Elisabeth does not speak 
during this encounter, and is instead passively battered about by Death’s posse of “black angels,” 
unable to resist his direction. But although the scene is configured as a powerful male/vulnerable 
female dynamic, Death’s language is thematically and grammatically passive, and often marked 
with metaphorical violence: “She ought to be only a girl, and yet the entirety of me crumbles 
away; only one solitary human, and yet I am made to tremble.”103 Additional lyrics compare his 
love for her to a freshly bleeding wound, something “that has been carved into my body”;104 all 
Elisabeth must do is breathe “and I am captured.”105 From this point on in the musical, we 
receive no additional insight into Death’s existence: as a character, his one and only purpose is to 
follow Elisabeth. Although he is the one who brings her back to life, on a narrative level, it is she 
who animates him – the very opposite of a typical musumeyaku character, who is onstage only to 
bring the otokoyaku’s masculinity and charisma into existence via contrast. Thus, from Death 
and Elisabeth’s very first encounter, the masculine-feminine power balance of their relationship 
is inverted into one that favors Elisabeth: hopelessly smitten, he is the one who must beg for her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 「ただ少女のはずなのに、俺のすべてが擦れる。ただ一人の人間なのに、俺を震えさせる。」  
104 「心に芽生えたこの思い、体に刻まれて。青い血を流す傷口はお前だけが癒せる。」“This feeling has 
taken root within my heart, and it has been carved into my body. This wound, the new blood that spills from it – 
only you can heal it.” 
105 「息さえも俺を捕らえ、凍った心溶かす。」“She need only breathe, and I am captured; my frozen heart is 
melting.” 
	   79	  
attention and persuade her that he is worthy of it, because for all his power, he can only enter her 
living existence when she allows him into it. And unlike the male leads in other Takarazuka 
musicals, his overtures are repeatedly and violently rejected.  
 Death’s decision to return Elisabeth to life, so that he may win her affection on his own 
terms, sets the tenor of their relationship throughout the musical, which characterizes their 
pursuit of each other as “a rondo of love and death” (ai to shi no rondo), a circular dance, or 
never-ending cycle, between opposing forces. It also immediately puts their love into its own 
metaphorical and physical “fantasy space” on the already fantastical space of the Takarazuka 
stage, as Death’s presence is signaled with a blue lighting scheme that excludes characters 
besides himself and Elisabeth. Whether he is a god, a force, or simply a metaphor, he and his 
affection represent a subterranean area of Elisabeth’s emotional life, which is disconnected from 
reality. Other characters in the musical are not able to see him when he is with her, and as the 
audience understands him, especially visually, he exists only as Elisabeth’s conception of him. 
Her imagination casts him as an deeply androgynous male figure who is clearly a creature of 
fantasy, an ideal love interest for a young girl enthralled by the concept of “freedom” (jiyū) and 
who is of indeterminate gender herself. However, unlike Elisabeth, who gravitates to a more 
traditionally feminine appearance throughout the musical, Death does not change, perhaps 
suggesting that her desires are fixed at the moment of her childhood death. This also supports a 
reading of his character as metaphorical, rather than a living being or a deity; and if he is just a 
symbolic expression of Elisabeth’s depression and despair, then he becomes not just a fantasy 
man in the manner of his otokoyaku peers, but an actual creation of her imagination. He is born 
from within her own mind: a dazzlingly literal interpretation of the otokoyaku’s unique charm, 
the man who emerges from within a woman. 
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 Along these lines, Elisabeth, too, is born from Death; her narrative kata masculinity is 
derived from the way he surrenders his, and so is her power within the plot. Although Death’s 
revival of Elisabeth supposedly proves his supremacy, she shows no signs of giving up her newly 
returned life, and repeatedly affirms that it belongs only to her. But the character of Death 
seemingly has the ability to revoke Elisabeth’s upper hand at any time; after all, couldn’t he 
simply just take her life if he got too frustrated? And yet what is most dramatically satisfying 
about their relationship is the falseness of that tension – the fact that he does not overpower her 
because he cannot, since the only thing he really wants is her willing acceptance of him. Time 
and again Elisabeth reduces him to a frustrated shadow, forced to linger behind the scenes; the 
blocking of the musical likewise often confines him to the extreme upstage or downstage, 
physically separated from her and unable to get her attention. This hidden area is where he 
derives all of his power as an unseen taker of lives, but it is also now also one that holds him 
back, as he attempts to break through it to reach the real woman he loves, and fails repeatedly. 
This behind-the-scenes, manipulative power is also often synonymous historically with women’s 
power, and it is the force Elisabeth wields too, withholding her affections from her husband 
when things do not go her way – all of which marks yet another parallel between the two, 
blending their genders and emphasizing their equality further. 
 But in spite of their similarities, Elisabeth and Death are not a happy couple. They spend 
most of their time agonizing each other, and the way the musical positions them as equals is in 
fact the source of their conflict, for in order for conflict to create tension, its opponents must be 
equally matched. Inequality, as I have discussed, is a fundamental feature of the typical 
Takarazuka romance, and the friction and rivalry Elisabeth and Death share is a result of their 
equal wills and equal (blended) genders. It simply would not be possible in most other material 
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the theater has staged. It is also what makes Elisabeth so much more satisfying than most of 
Takarazuka’s other romances, where the tension between the leading man and woman is limited 
to light bickering and misunderstanding, and most relationship obstacles come from outside 
forces. Elisabeth and Death’s biggest obstacle, in contrast, is themselves, but that very conflict is 
also what sustains them; it is what makes their relationship interesting (particularly when 
compared to Elisabeth’s marriage). This striking dynamic is most fully visible when Death 
confronts Elisabeth during her happy coronation in Hungary. When he again attempts to 
persuade her to give up her life, she responds by imperiously telling him to get out of her way;106 
he then smugly reminds her that “You couldn’t get by without me.”107 This rather flirtatious 
exchange, the only time Death visits her when she is happy, is markedly different from most of 
their melodramatic encounters, and it seems to suggest that they almost enjoy resisting each 
other (a very alien concept at Takarazuka). The scene’s blocking once again emphasizes their 
sameness by positioning them as opposing mirrored forces, moving toward each other from 
opposite ends of the stage and then meeting in the middle, gesticulating identically. [Figure 3.8]  
 The other parallel that the musical constructs is between Franz and Death, who represent 
two different romantic relationships for Elisabeth, and two very different forms of masculinity. 
While Elisabeth and Franz’s love begins as something sincere, its doom is apparent almost 
immediately: rushing into a marriage proposal just moments after they meet, Elisabeth and Franz 
are clearly young and foolish, a cynical take on the “pure love” that populates so many of 
Takarazuka’s other fairy tales. While Franz is portrayed as a kind man who is genuinely in love 
with his wife, he is also conflated with stereotypical masculinity in a negative way, as someone 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 「やっと歩け出した、私だけの道を。邪魔しないで。」“I’m finally moving forward, and I walk a path 
that is only for me, so don’t stand in my way.” 
107 「お前には俺が必要なんだ。」  
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whom Elisabeth marries but cannot be intimate with, and who is incapable of providing her with 
what she really wants and needs. He is also coded as stereotypically masculine through 
Takarazuka’s kata system: he dresses in military uniforms, has short hair, and frequently wears a 
moustache, announcing his manhood from his very first encounter with Elisabeth, when he 
enters the scene by shooting the antlers off a stag statue. While Elisabeth and Death are 
repeatedly equated in their mutual need for each other, their shared blend of masculine and 
feminine kata qualities, and the intimate space they share in Elisabeth’s psyche, she and Franz 
are so far apart and so incapable of understanding each other that by the end of the musical, she 
has declared them “like two ships in the night”: “although we come close, all we do is pass each 
other by, with our eyes on our own desires.”108  
 Elisabeth’s sexual desire is similarly compartmentalized. Her first encounter with Franz 
is swooningly romantic, a blushing duet about scaling mountains together, but their physical 
interaction is limited to a handful of kisses initiated by Franz, and even at their most passionate 
moments, she does not respond to him with anything approaching the sexual tension that 
characterizes her encounters with Death. What affection there is between them quickly sours 
once Elisabeth realizes the reality of her new life: late in the first act, while ensconced behind a 
closed door in what is presumably her private bedroom, she responds to a plea from a dressing 
gown-clad Franz to help him “sleep peacefully…if only for tonight”109 by tartly asking if he 
plans on asking his mother for permission first;110 she then delivers her ultimatum and shuts the 
door in his face. [Figure 3.9] When Death arrives a moment later and offers her a proposition of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
108	  「夜の湖を行く二隻のボートの様な私たち 。近付けれどもすれ違うだけでそれぞれのゴール目指
す。」 
109 「君が優しさで僕が包んでほしい。安らかに眠りたい。せめて、今宵だけは。」“I yearn to be wrapped 
in your kindness. I want to sleep peacefully; please let me, if only for tonight.” 
110 「お母様が聞いてくれる、あなたの話なら」“If that’s your trouble, perhaps you’ll be so kind as to ask your 
mother for permission on my behalf.” 
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his own, her reaction could not be more different: visibly responsive to the sound of his voice, 
she is drawn across the room to him, her knees buckling as she falls across her writing desk with 
a longing look on her face. [Figure 3.10]  
 More than anything else, Elisabeth craves freedom, the concept to which her character 
always returns.111 Franz is emphatically not able to provide this to her, on a personal or position-
related level; in fact, he is the source of most of her misery. In contrast, Death repeatedly 
positions himself as the sole source of liberation for Elisabeth: “You can be free right this 
moment,” he says to her as she weeps in her bedroom;112 later, at her coronation as queen of 
Hungary, when she claims that she has finally found her freedom, he replies, “Only I can give 
you that.”113 At every turn, he emphasizes her autonomy, the idea that choosing herself is the 
same thing as choosing him: he promises that when they do eventually “dance” together, “it will 
be with the partner that you choose, at the time that you want, to the music that you love.”114 
Elisabeth remains enthralled by Death because their illicit love promises her everything that her 
husband cannot: an understanding and appreciation of who she is (including, as a dual-gendered 
individual, a feminine identity that preserves her masculine traits); an escape from the pressures 
of being an empress, a wife, and a mother; and access to her own sexuality. In other words, 
Death symbolizes her freedom – gendered, domestic, and sexual. 
 It is not difficult to see how this might resonate for Takarazuka’s audience, both young 
and old: while marriage has been widely expected of individuals in Japan for most of the modern 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
111 The very first lines Elisabeth speaks in the musical are a poem she has composed: “If only I could fly free like a 
bird through sky, if I could go to those eternal blue heavens – how joyously I would sing the praises of that god 
called freedom!”「鳥のように自由に空を翔け、永遠の青の天空をいけるなら、私は悦びの内に讃目たたえ
よう、自由という名の神を。」 
112 「今こそお前は自由になれるのさ。終る時のない永遠の世界へ。」  
“You can be free right this moment; we’ll go to an eternal world that never fades.” 
113 「俺だけが自由を与えることが出来る。」 
114 「踊るなら、選んだ相手と踊りたい時に好きな音楽で。」 
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era, including the older women who still make up much of Takarazuka’s audience, today’s youth 
marry much later or not at all, which has fueled a rapidly declining birthrate. Elisabeth’s 
frustrations and freedoms surely resonate for both demographics, as does the appeal of Death, 
who, when compared to Franz, also represents a choice between reproductive and non-
reproductive sexuality (the latter still a taboo notion at Takarazuka). Because Death fulfills all 
these appealing functions for Elisabeth while being coded as dual-gendered, the character also 
communicates that the place to find these qualities is within the dual-gendered, fantasy 
individual – the exact same concept that forms the basis of the otokoyaku’s more general appeal. 
 The “rondo of love and death” that characterizes Elisabeth and Death’s relationship also 
represents the irreconcilable nature of their love. Immediately after meeting her, Death expresses 
a desire “to be loved by the living you”:115 suggesting not only that he wants her to actively 
choose him, but also that the Elisabeth he really wants is one who is alive. Their relationship thus 
has no possibility for closure, since as soon as Elisabeth succumbs to him, she will no longer live. 
The same qualities of Elisabeth’s personality that make her so attractive to Death prevent him 
from ever being with her, since giving in to him would mean sacrificing her independent spirit 
and her determination, which drive her to continue living. Their relationship thus can never 
really be consummated, because it would become something different, and indeed it does. In the 
final scene, when they are finally reunited in the afterlife, Death is abruptly transformed into a 
gallant, smiling figure and Elisabeth into a sweet, submissive woman. In order to receive his 
affections, she must, in this moment, change herself into a prototypical female, and him into a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 「あなたの命を奪う替わり、生きたお前に愛されたいんだ。」“Rather than stealing your life now, I only 
want to be loved by the living you.” 
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prototypical male, getting down on her knees before him and realizing that his love has been the 
constant all along, if only she had not been too proud to see it.116  
 This transformation echoes the fundamental appeal and fundamental limitation of 
Takarazuka: the Revue’s romances, and the sensitive men who fuel them, can exist only in the 
temporary fantasy space of the theater. When they come close to becoming real, they disappear. 
The concept of an impossible love between such unconventionally gendered individuals also 
runs headlong, in a meta-theatrical way, into the necessity of the kata system: although it can be 
stretched to the limit, as it is in Elisabeth and Death’s bodies and narrative trajectories, it still 
cannot be fully abandoned, not to the point where it allows consummation between non-aligned 
individuals. Takarazuka’s theatrical logic simply cannot contain such an idea, despite how far it 
stretches to accommodate Elisabeth’s characters and plot. 
 Elisabeth’s central romance thus illustrates the fundamental nature of Takarazuka’s 
idyllic fantasy world, in its ephemerality, its ambiguity, and its yearning for equality, in life and 
especially in the context of heterosexual romantic relationships. Like most Takarazuka material, 
Elisabeth communicates that the ideal romantic partner is one who is not confined by the 
limitations of being male or female, and the musical takes this fantasy feminine male and makes 
him literally fantastic. While all otokoyaku roles are fictional constructs, Death is a step further 
removed from even the other fantasy men onstage, and he scrambles the theater’s own gender 
binaries, not just those of everyday Japanese society. Elisabeth’s romance with him, which takes 
place in an area physically and psychologically separate from her everyday life, is thus the 
romance every audience member experiences with the otokoyaku, a bubble of brief perfection 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
116 Elisabeth’s final lines:「涙、笑い、悲しみ、苦しみ。長い旅路の果てに掴んだ。決して終わる時など来
ないあなたの愛。」“Tears, laughter, sorrow, pain. At the end of this long journey, I at last understand: there will 
never come a time when I am without your love.”  
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that comes closer and closer to popping as resolution approaches. It ends, and at that moment, so 
does the musical. 
 Furthermore, because Elisabeth is the rare Takarazuka story to focus on the trials and 
tribulations of a woman’s domestic life, it devotes an unusual amount of time to these issues 
when compared to most other productions. Arguing with mother-in-laws, suffering through 
childbirth, feeling misunderstood by husbands, and struggling to balance the roles of wife and 
mother with personal aspirations and needs are things that are surely almost universal to 
Takarazuka’s female audience. Treatment of these themes is possible because Death’s status as 
an outside suitor allows the musical to continue following Elisabeth’s life after her unhappy 
marriage. In other Takarazuka stories, an exploration of these issues would be impossible, 
because the musumeyaku character’s marriage to the that of the otokoyaku lead would naturally 
be perfect – that is, provided the “ever after” of the happily ever after is even covered at all, since 
most musicals culminate in either the union or the death of the central couple.  
 Elisabeth’s plot thus puts it in a unique position to gain its audience’s informed sympathy, 
and perhaps even remind them of their own daily lives. Conventional wisdom about the Revue 
would hold that this is an undesirable effect, since Takarazuka’s focus from its earliest days has 
been to provide an escape to other places and times. But Elisabeth is able to remain successful in 
spite of this, due to the way it twists the fundamental fantasy of Takarazuka into something that 
can be enacted even in this domestic setting, because Death is not Elisabeth’s husband. Elisabeth 
thus escapes from the tribulations of being a woman, a wife, and a mother into his arms, and so 
does the audience. The theatrical appeal of this otokoyaku character thus blurs the lines between 
character, performer and audience member to an extraordinary degree. We might even go so far 
as to say that Elisabeth goes to Takarazuka herself, in the sense that she temporarily leaves her 
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daily life and seeks refuge in a fantastic, glittering male body whose physicality is distinctly 
separated from her everyday existence. At the same time, she also is the otokoyaku: a woman 
who decides a conventionally feminine life is not for her and searches for alternative ways of 
being, usually by traversing territory marked as masculine. Elisabeth’s story is thus, on multiple 
levels, the story of Takarazuka itself. 
 It is also remarkable to see how differently the dynamics of Elisabeth play out within 
Takarazuka as opposed to on the stage in Europe, where Death is still fantastic but 
unambiguously masculine, and Elisabeth can be an independent, selfish person without 
compromising her femininity in the context of the stage. It is no surprise that Takarazuka 
complicates the sexual politics of the work by injecting androgyny as a site of both tension and 
fulfillment, but it is more surprising to discover how deeply this ambivalence marks the theater’s 
fundamental identity, and how close a match Elisabeth’s story really is for the broader narrative 
of Takarazuka as an institution. In this sense, Elisabeth upholds a precedent set by The Rose of 
Versailles, and its popularity speaks volumes about the kind of stories Takarazuka’s audiences 
wish to see: stories that overtly bridge the gender divide the theater must so rigorously uphold on 
its stage, and that do so in ways that engage with not only the limitations of the theater but those 
of real life. Most importantly, Takarazuka’s fans want to see stories about women who do more 
than stand by and support their men, about musumeyaku characters who are granted the same 
freedoms from gender binaries as their otokoyaku counterparts – women who prove that 
liberation may be found in the female body as well as the male one. 
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attempts to kiss Elisabeth 
(Nagina Rūmi) at her wedding 
(Act I, Scene 9). From Kageki 
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Figure 3.3 (bottom right): 
Death and Elisabeth, after 
taking off his doctor’s disguise 
(Act II, Scene 5). From Kageki 
June 2009: 31. 
 








Figure 3.4: Elisabeth 
and her father 
(Koshino Ryū) 
during her first 
appearance as a 
child, wearing 
bloomers and holding 
her father’s gun (Act 
I, Scene 2). 
From Kageki June 
2009: 25. 
 
Figure 3.5: Elisabeth later in 
life as empress (Act I, Scene 
17). From Le Cinq Vol. 108: 
Erizabēto: Ai to shi no rondo, 
July 2009: 40. 
 
Figure 3.6: The final scene of Elisabeth, where 
Elisabeth and Death are reunited in heaven 
(Act II, Scene 15). From Takarazuka 2009 Stage 
Album (Tokyo: Hankyu Communications Co., 
Ltd., 2010): 39. 
 




Figure 3.7: The first 
meeting of Elisabeth and 
Death in the Underworld 
(Act I, Scene 4). 
From Takarazuka 2009 
Stage Album: 34.  
	  
Figure 3.8: Elizabeth 
and Death mirroring 
each other at her 
coronation (Act II, Scene 
1C) . From Le Cinq Vol. 
108: Erizabēto: Ai to shi 
no rondo, July 2009: 22. 
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Figure 3.9: Elisabeth locks Franz (Kiriya Hiromu) out of her bedroom (Act I, Scene 15). 
Screen capture from Erizabēto: Ai to shi no rondo, by Sylvester Levay and Michael Kunze, 
directed by Shūichirō Koike. Takarazuka Revue, Moon Troupe. Performed June 6, 2009. 
Takarazuka Grand Theater, Takarazuka: Takarazuka Creative Arts, 2011. Blu-ray disc, 188 min. 
 
 
Figure 3.10: Elizabeth falls across her desk as she listens to Death, after arguing with Franz 
(Act I, Scene 15). From Le Cinq Vol. 108: Erizabēto: Ai to shi no rondo, July 2009: 18.
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 Conclusion 
Finding Takarazuka Onstage 
 
I have attempted to make a case for Takarazuka’s live performances as sources of rich insight 
into the theater’s locus of gender, sexuality, and sociality on several levels. The first is the 
specialized performance mode itself: complex and coded, the kata system requires familiarity 
with its repeating symbols and organizing principles to understand the full implications of any 
given action onstage. Reading productions and characters through this lens unlocks hidden layers 
of meaning, particularly when the fundamental categories of masculine and feminine begin to 
bleed into each other in a given production. The kata system also reveals some dizzying gender 
play at a technical level, as in the bodies of Death, Oscar, and Andre, where the conceptual 
gender-bending of a character blurs with that of the Takarasienne playing the part. The 
identification of these characters by the audience as gendered individuals relies on manipulation 
of various categories of kata, and on the fissures that are hidden within the system’s structure.  
 Furthermore, simply staging a production in Takarazuka’s performance mode can 
enhance, warp, and open up the material from a gendered performance perspective in many ways. 
To give just a few examples of this not explored in this paper, a number of Takarazuka 
productions feature male characters as played by otokoyaku disguising themselves as women, 
leading to parodic, layered performances; others contain scenes between male otokoyaku 
characters that are homoerotic to varying degrees, such as the subplot between Death and Rudolf 
in Elisabeth. To examine these moments in the context of Takarazuka’s performance mode is to 
dissect complex theatrical interactions that offer multiple possibilities for interpretation from a 
gendered perspective. Most simply put, Takarazuka transforms a work by virtue of performing it 
with Takarasiennes. It should come as no surprise that Takarazuka’s Gone with the Wind is not 
Margaret Mitchell’s or David O. Selznick’s Gone with the Wind, and that this discrepancy has 
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only a limited amount to do with changes to the script. In this sense, while Elisabeth is a 
Takarazuka work exceptionally ripe for performance analysis, it is far from the only one. Even 
the theater’s most conventional narratives may hold moments of surprise and subversion, just by 
nature of being performed this particular way on this particular stage.  
 The second major way to examine Takarazuka musicals is thematically, and in this 
category, Elisabeth and The Rose of Versailles are particularly rich sources of insight. 
Takarazuka’s productions of these stories, both of which have had a long existence outside the 
theater, brings certain themes to the forefront, revealing truths about the theater’s underlying 
philosophies: the impossibility of happiness for women in a binary, patriarchal world, and both 
the pleasure and ephemeral nature of androgyny. They suggest that, for women, the ideal love 
and ideal life does exist, if they reach across boundaries and perhaps even sacrifice their 
identities, but that it cannot exist for long; it must either change or die.  
 Most important is the point at which these technical and thematic categories cross over, 
usually as part of the alchemy of live performance: the meta-textual and meta-theatrical potential 
of Takarazuka’s works. Both Elisabeth and The Rose of Versailles push an “unsustainable” 
androgyny, in characters and relationships, to the point where it threatens to burst the bubble 
around Takarazuka’s stage and its system. While the stories and execution of these two works 
make them unusually strong candidates for this analysis, any other number of past or future 
Takarazuka productions might offer the same insight, if we only look a little deeper beyond the 
surface. Takarazuka’s performance mode is a theatrical art form worth learning about for its own 
sake, but it also is situated in a unique cultural position due to the composition of its community 
and its long, turbulent history of defining “proper” gendered behavior both onstage and off. It is 
women’s entertainment, and this is precisely what has held back many observers from treating it 
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seriously; and by that same token, it is about so much more than just entertaining. Both its stories 
and its very existence are about contemporary Japanese women’s lives in a multitude of ways. 
 And Takarazuka’s greatest successes say more about the theater than anything else. In 
1974, The Rose of Versailles became a landmark production for Takarazuka, a story that arose 
from, and was tailor-made for, its unique storytelling mode and loaded cultural context. It was a 
love story that spoke powerfully, as its manga predecessor did, to the desire among women for 
an equalized heterosexual partnership. Simultaneously, in its male-female lead, Oscar, the 
narrative trumpeted the ideal power of the androgynous individual, who moved back and forth 
between genders as she chose and thus experienced the benefits of both masculinity and 
femininity. Because of these themes, which are extremely relevant to Takarazuka on multiple 
levels, it was among the first productions to explicitly offer theatergoers not only entertainment, 
but a window into the Revue’s own existence and performance mode. The legacy of The Rose of 
Versailles has been a number of other productions, Elisabeth included, that succeed because like 
any enduring cultural work, their resonance moves beyond the stage and explicitly into the lives 
of the audience. This handful of meta-narratives are at the heart of Takarazuka’s success in the 
last century, and they represent rare, contentious moments when the theater publicly explores its 
own meaning. As with everything else at Takarazuka, this exploration comes wrapped in 
dizzying layers of contradiction, denial, and professed ignorance; yet the tremendous eagerness 
Takarazuka’s audience apparently has for such stories speaks for itself.  
 As Takarazuka moves into its second century, enjoying the prestige and institutional 
security that have accompanied its long life, but also grappling with uncertain mainstream 
relevancy and an aging fan base, it will continue to evolve. Sexual mores will continue to loosen, 
something that is already visible, and contemporary themes, both narrative and visual, will take 
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on increasing importance. Takarazuka will also, however, grow increasingly codified. While its 
productions do not yet require the level of contextual knowledge necessary to appreciate kabuki, 
my research has shown that, for a full understanding of the implications of its onstage gender 
portrayals, quite a bit of knowledge regarding Takarazuka’s history and performance mode is 
required, and this will only grow truer as the theater ages. The true amount of context necessary, 
in fact, may be surprising, because the contemporary Revue presents itself as something 
recognizable, a close if stylized cousin of the modern Broadway musical. As its adaptations of 
those same musicals should prove, however, this is not the case, and it is my primary goal with 
this thesis to persuade others not to take Takarazuka’s performance mode for granted. 
 At Takarazuka, a suit is not just a suit, a man is not just a man, and a dance is not just a 
dance. Rather, they become ever more concentrated symbols, acquiring their own meanings 
within the isolated world of the stage, and within the broader community that worships at that 
stage with such devotion. For that reason, as the Revue begins to claim increasing attention in 
Western scholarship, it is more important than ever to study its performances in detail on both 
the technical and thematic levels, and to overcome the prejudice that they are not worthy of 
being studied because they are campy, melodramatic, repetitive or lightweight. They are all these 
things at times, but they are also potent, contradictory, layered and fascinating, and their 
fundamental appeal has lasted for over one hundred years.  
 I have presented in this thesis the beginnings of a methodology for looking beneath the 
surface of Takarazuka’s productions, particularly when it comes to the layers of meaning men, 
women, individuals of other genders, and the narratives in which they participate acquire when 
enacted on its stage. It is only through understanding the mechanics of its performance mode that 
these many fascinating strata in Elisabeth and hundreds of other shows become visible, and 
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understanding the technical side of its performance is the key to exploring the themes of its 
musicals. Collectively, those themes tap into the frustrations and fantasies of a very significant 
portion of the Japanese public, and this is the key to the Revue’s popularity. In the future, I hope 
that other scholars will utilize and improve my system, and begin to reclaim the importance of 
Takarazuka’s productions as the bedrock of its broader social and sexual significance, rather than 
a mere supplement, and as complex and contested sites of the politics of gender in their own 
right. 
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